This is a digital copy of a book that was preserved for generations on library shelves before it was carefully scanned by Google as part of
to make the world’s books discoverable online.

It has survived long enough for the copyright to expire and the book to enter the public domain. A public domain book is one that was nevel
to copyright or whose legal copyright term has expired. Whether a book is in the public domain may vary country to country. Public domair
are our gateways to the past, representing a wealth of history, culture and knowledge that’s often difficult to discover.

Marks, notations and other marginalia present in the original volume will appear in this file - a reminder of this book’s long journey fro
publisher to a library and finally to you.

Usage guidelines

Google is proud to partner with libraries to digitize public domain materials and make them widely accessible. Public domain books belon
public and we are merely their custodians. Nevertheless, this work is expensive, so in order to keep providing this resource, we have take
prevent abuse by commercial parties, including placing technical restrictions on automated querying.

We also ask that you:

+ Make non-commercial use of the fild&e designed Google Book Search for use by individuals, and we request that you use these fil
personal, non-commercial purposes.

+ Refrain from automated queryirigo not send automated queries of any sort to Google’s system: If you are conducting research on m:
translation, optical character recognition or other areas where access to a large amount of text is helpful, please contact us. We encc
use of public domain materials for these purposes and may be able to help.

+ Maintain attributionThe Google “watermark” you see on each file is essential for informing people about this project and helping ther
additional materials through Google Book Search. Please do not remove it.

+ Keep it legalWhatever your use, remember that you are responsible for ensuring that what you are doing is legal. Do not assume |
because we believe a book is in the public domain for users in the United States, that the work is also in the public domain for users
countries. Whether a book is still in copyright varies from country to country, and we can’t offer guidance on whether any specific
any specific book is allowed. Please do not assume that a book’s appearance in Google Book Search means it can be used in al
anywhere in the world. Copyright infringement liability can be quite severe.

About Google Book Search

Google’s mission is to organize the world’s information and to make it universally accessible and useful. Google Book Search helps
discover the world’s books while helping authors and publishers reach new audiences. You can search through the full text of this book on
athttp://books.google.com/ |



http://books.google.com/books?id=64gvX6wKrFsC&ie=ISO-8859-1&output=pdf










‘<

‘L¢VH' :
coLLEGE
Liogagt

$757¢

2
X COPYRIGHNT, 1919, BY JOAN LIVINGSTON LOWES

v ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

L H77.19
< @









CONVENTION AND REVOLT IN POETRY






M. C. L.






PREFACE

THE chapters which constitute this volume were
delivered as lectures at the Lowell Institute in
Boston during January, 1918. Except for some
slight shifts in the order of treatment in the
fourth chapter, they are printed as they were
given. The last lecture, in part, grew out of
what was then the one dominating and unes-
capable influence on all our thinking. It has been
allowed to stand, as the apologia pro vita sua of
such a book at such a time.

J. L. L.
January, 1919
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2 CONVENTION AND REVOLT IN POETRY

are what they are. And my task at the moment
is the scrutiny of poetry itself. In the face of
that enterprise I feel with Keats in one of his
letters: “The CILff of Poesy towers above me,
[and] I am one that ‘gathers Samphire, dreadful
trade.””

We may deal summarily with the definition of
convention. I am speaking to you now. And I am
using sounds which have not the remotest logical
connection with the things for which they stand.
They mean what they mean solely because we
accept them as meaning it. “Horse” has no more
connectmn with the animal it names than i
mos,” or “equus,” or “cheval,” or “Pferd. » The
varying sounds convey the idea of the creature to
their respective users simply because, through
immemorial consent, they are so understood.
That is one element in convention — acceptance.
There is another. An artist sets to work to paint
a landscape. But the landscape has three dimen-
sions, the flat surface before him has but two.
Out of the limitations of his medium he must
construct a set of symbols that will give to a
plane the appearance of depth. He does it, and
we accept it, and see depth where it is not. A
dramatist writes a play. The action covers days,
weeks, perhaps months, or even years. The play-
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with the roots of conventions in poetry. What is
the problem that the poet has to solve?

Here, on the one hand, is what William James
once called *“the blooming welter”” — everything
from a sea-shell to Chicago, from a restless gos-
samer to the swing of the planets, from my lady’s
eyebrow to the stuff of ‘“Lear.” And here is the
poet who feels it all and strives to catch and fix
it — to catch it and fix it in words. How shall he
do it? Let me quote a part of Goethe’s famous
answer to those inquiring spirits who kept ask-
ing what idea he sought to embody in “Faust”:

It was n't, on the whole, my way, as a poet, to strive
after the embodiment of something abstract. I received
within myself impressions — impressions of a hundred
sorts, sensuous, lively, lovely, many-hued — as an alert
imaginative energy presented them. And I had as a poet
nothing else to do but mould and fashion within me
such observations and impressions, and through a vivid
representation to bring it about that others should re-
ceive the same impression, when what I had written
was read or heard.

There we have it again in a nutshell: the phan-
tasmagoria of the concrete world; the poet’s
mind like a sensitized film, alive to impressions;
the impulse to give to these impressions form,
and to communicate. But, once more, how?
Since it is a poet of whom we’re talking, his only
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and wishing that I were n’t, in company that
harmonizes, in company that jars. I may be see-
ing the ocean for the first time, returning to it
after a long absence, renewing a daily pilgrimage.
I may be steeped in all that the poets have ever
sung about the sea, or my mind may be to it a
tabula rasa. I may be caught by the sea’s mys-
tery, oppressed by its vastness, stirred by the ma-
jestic “Hitherto shalt thou come, but no further;
and here shall thy proud waves be stayed.” The
I who see am as manifold as what I see, and what
I see takes form and color, proportion and em-
phasis, from what I feel. It is obviously a prob-
lem of two worlds with which we have to deal.
Heaven forbid that I should psychologize or
metaphysicize. Call the two worlds, if you like,
the subjective and the objective, the microcosm
and the macrocosm — or any tag-words that will
ticket them. What I want to make clear is a sit-
uation — a protean and multiform ego (I pay
that homage to the psychologists) over against a
rich and thronging world of sensible things. And
out of that situation there arise (to use again
words from a letter of Keats) “the innumerable
compositions and decompositions which take
place between the intellect and its thousand
materials before it arrives at that trembling, del-
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more fixed than it, less fluctuating, indetermi-
nate, evanescent. “A . .. breeze, ruffling up the
larkspur-blue sea, breaking the tops of the waves
into egy-white foam, shoving ripple after ripple
of pale jade-green over the shoals of Aboukir
Bay”; “Blue as the tip of a deep blue salvia
blossom, the inverted cup of the sky arches over
the sea.” Those are from a prose poem published
a few months ago by the most modern of the
modernists. We have not advanced a step (nor
can we), so far as the inexorable limitations of
the medium are concerned, beyond the “wine-
dark sea” of Homer.

We are shut up, then, in our expression of the
actual world as it impinges upon us, to indirec-
tions. “What does it look like, sound like, feel
like, taste like, smell like?”’ — that formula is
the very sea-mark of our utmost sail. Come back
for a moment to our supposititious poet on the
beach. How does he, in point of fact, translate
his world of sea and sky? The flash and sparkle of
the sunlit waves become ZAschylus’ ‘‘innumer-
able laughter” of Shakespeare’s “multitudinous
sea.” The breakers “‘dart their hissing tongues
high up the sand’’; “the hard sand breaks, And
the grains of it Are clear like wine”; “the low
wind whispers near’’; out on the ship, “the sails






10 CONVENTION AND REVOLT IN POETRY

attempt to express directly what cannot be
expressed directly — the sound of the cuckoo’s
“wandering voice.” Read especially the second
stanza of “To the Cuckoo,” written in 1804, as
Wordsworth came back and back to it in 1807,
1815, 1820, 1827, and 1845, and struggled be-
tween fact and seeming. Yet the final triumph
of the poem —a triumph unsurpassed in its
kind in English poetry — lies primarily in its
translation of the cuckoo’s literal voice into
terms of inner experience.

Nor is the inevitability of imagery, of course,
confined to verse. It belongs to every attempt to
give in words our impression of things. Dorothy
Wordsworth was, I suspect, a far more keen and
exquisite observer than her brother. She puts in
her “Journal” one day her favorite birch tree.
How does she make us see what she sees? “The
sun shone upon it, and it gleamed in the wind
like a flying, sunshiny shower. It was a tree in
shape, with stem and branches, but it was like
a spirit of water.” Fitzgerald, like our hypotheti-
cal poet, is basking in the sun: ‘“Here is a glori-
ous sunshiny day; all the morning I read about
Nero in Tacitus, lying at full length on a bench
in a garden; a nightingale singing, and some red
anemones eyeing the sun manfully not far off.”
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Goethe, or of this one or that of all the infinitely
diverse men and women who have ever lived and
loved, “even as you and I”’? “I love,” for telling
all, is like saying, “‘the sea sounds.”

I have, to be sure, a means of expressing my
feelings directly. There are cries, tears, gestures,
shining eyes, quivering nostrils, compressed lips.
And the painters and sculptors can give us
that — witness Diirer’s Melancolia, Leonardo’s
Mona Lisa, Michelangelo’s figures in the Chapel
of the Medici. But these are not words. The in-
finite variety of pleasure and pain can no more
be expressed directly by words than the endless
play of light and color on the sea. Words do not
love, hate, suffer, enjoy, any more than they
taste, or smell, or are soft or cool; they have not
in themselves passion, as they have not solidity
or line. Yet, again, if I am a poet, they are my
only medium. What is my way out? I must trans-
late once more:

O Spartan dog,
More fell than anguish, hunger, or the seal

Surprised by joy, impatfent as the wind.

We watch’d her breathing thro’ the night,
Her breathing soft and low,

As in her breast the wave of life
Kept heaving to and fro.
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‘Thou are not conquer’d: beauty’s ensign yet
Is crimson in thy lips and in thy cheeks,
And death’s pale flag is not advanced there.

Pluck from the memory a rooted sorrow,
Raze out the written troubles of the brain.

Put out the light, and then put out the light.

If I quench thee, thou flaming minister,

I can again thy former light restore,

Should I repent me; but once put out thy light,

Thou cunning’st pattern of excelling nature,

I know not where is that Promethean heat,

That can thy light relume. When I have pluck’d
the rose

I cannot give it vital growth again,

It needs must wither.

There are the two worlds — on the one hand,
thought and affliction, passion, hell itself; on
the other, what we have heard, what we have
seen with our eyes, what we have looked upon,
and our hands have handled — each incomplete
without the other; each, in a true sense, non-
existent without the other. And poetry mediates
between the two; or rather, it brings the two to-
gether into one. And this is not rhapsody, but
sober truth.

“Life, and Emotion, and I’ — so Matthew
Arnold once summed up the poet’s triad. I should
put it somewhat differently. There are two vivid
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ries with it as a corollary a mass of conventions
which we may sum up broadly as the World of
Illusion. And that means — what?

Here we are at once on ticklish ground. I ea-
gerly desire to steer clear of metaphysics, the
perilous edge of which I am circumspectly skirt-
ing. For I am compelled to speak of appearance,
and reality, and fact, and truth, and by instinct
I shy,at the terms. Let us, however, make the
plunge, holding firmly to the concrete as a life
line.

I have said that poetry builds up a fabric out.
of the relations of things different, yet alike. It
does not deal with objects per se, but with ob-
jects as they appear to us. It must paint the
thing as it sees it — not, alas! for the 'god of
things as they are, who presumably sees them as
they are, but for us mortals, who see them not at
all as they are, but simply as they seem. And the
poet’s business is with appearances, not facts.
That is a hard saying. Instead of dogmatizing, let
us go to the fountain-head, to poetry itself. In 1833
Tennyson wrote, in “The Miller’s Daughter”:

Remember you that pleasant day
When, after roaming in the woods,

('T was April then), I came and lay
Beneath those gummy chestnut buds

That glistened in the April blue. '
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a spectator from the shore, or from another vessel.
From the ship itself the Wake appears like a brook
flowing off from the stern.

Perfectly true, and truth of appearance at that.
But supererogatory truth of fact lurks behind
the change, none the less. For the Mariner, as
Coleridge’s intellect, hunting alone, perceived,
was on the ship, not off it, and so should see the
furrow streaming away, not following. But to
obtrude that fact is to snap the spell — to take
the Ancient Mariner from the mystery of his
silent sea and set him, an old sailor, at the stern
of a boat. A line that is as inevitable as the near-
ing of the spectre-bark itself was marred by a
meticulous observance of irrelevant truth of fact.
And eleven years later, with his unruly intellect
in its place again, Coleridge restored the original
reading.

It is unnecessary to labor the point. Poetry,
both the old and the newest of the new, is.com-
pact of what seems, not of what is; of what, if
taken literally, never was, on sea or land. Ponder
the following statements, regarded as matters
of fact:

Lie still and deep,
_ Sad soul, until the sea-wave washes
The rim o’ the sun. -
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to repeat, between *“’T is now struck twelve”
and “the bell then beating one,”’ in the first scene
of “Hamlet,” is, to all intents and purposes, an
hour; sixty literal minutes of intervening talk on
the stage would drag it to eternity. These are
truisms. But it is the essence of art that its cre-
ations seem more true than if they were true —
as Hamlet is truer than John Jones. Consider,
for a moment, the titanic grandeur of Shake-
speare’s later heroes — that something colossal,
like Michelangelo’s figures, of which Professor
Bradley speaks. Othello, Macbeth, Lear, Corio-
lanus, Anthony, are not transcripts of reality.
They are truer than if they were. And it is be-
cause they can’t be actual that they can be true
— precisely as it is because Rembrandt’s me-
dium can’t emulate a camera, that he can paint
the Night Watch; precisely as a mediumjthat
can’t present directly actual space becomes
thereby capable of suggesting the depths beyond
depths through which the eye is carried in some
great landscapes. It is the fact that words are
not and cannot be attached to things, that leaves
them free, so that out of the very limitations of
the medium comes liberty. And it is again no
rhapsody, but sober, even scientific truth, to say
that it is because Keats could not reproduce in
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stubblefield looks warm.”’;And here is the trans-
lation of the impression into art, in the “Ode to
Autumn”:

Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store? '
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find
Thee sitting careless on a granary floor,
Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing wind;
Or on a half-reap’d furrow sound asleep,
Drows’d with the fume of poppies, while thy hook
Spares the next swath and all its twinéd flowers:
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep
Steady thy laden head across a brook;
Or by a cider-press, with patient look,
Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours.

Where are the songs of Spring? Ay, where are they?

Think not of them, thou hast thy music too, —

While barréd clouds bloom the soft-dying day,

And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue.
There are the stubblefields, and the' spirit that
haunts them! Actual? No. True? Yes — if there
be any virtue and if there be any truth. Two days
earlier, after a delectable description of Winches-
ter with its “excessively maiden-lady-like side
streets” and its “staid and serious knockers,”
Keats wrote to George and Georgiana Keats:

Some time since I began a poem ... quite in the
spirit of town quietude. I think I will give you the

sensation of walking about an old country town in a coolish
evening.

And what he enclosed was the fragment of the
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The poet’s truth which is presented through
illusion is also truth tinged with emotion. There
it differs fundamentally from that other aspect
of truth which the scientist strives to catch and
fix. And because the object of poetry, in the
words of Wordsworth’s famous pronouncement,
is “truth ... carried alive into the heart by
passion,” one element of poetic illusion is a
heightening of actual fact. For emotion enhances
reality, and truth of feeling, which is as veracious
in its own sphere as truth of intellect, must be
reckoned with as another object of the illusion of
art. Take one brief line: “The desire of the moth
for the star.” The moth does not desire the star.
The flame of the candle it may, and does, desire.
But the magnificent and daring heightening in
that one word has lifted the line from a state-
ment of a fact of entomology into a poignant and
unforgettable expression of one of the deepest
truths of human life. “Poetry should surprise by
a fine excess,” wrote Keats, and that excess is
at the heart of the illusion that exalts without
deceiving.

Tiger, Tiger, burning bright
In the forests of the night.

There is not a shred of fact about that. Yet it is
truth at white heat — the truth of terror and
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cance. If I say that blackberries are red when
they are green, I mean what you take me to
mean, not the kaleidoscopic sequence of contra-
diction that logic finds in my remark. Consent
is the be-all and end-all of speech. Now illusion
also means what it is meant to mean, and what
we accept it as meaning. It’s a glorified “Let’s
play,” if you will, in the sense that, like children
“pretending” (Stevenson’s “Lantern Bearers,”
say), we see through it, and yet believe. Amiel
was right when he spoke of “that poetical and
artistic illusion which does not aim at being con-
founded with reality itself.” It neither aims at it,
nor do we understand it so, and to see that, is to
clear our minds of endless confusion. John Dry-
den’s robust common sense is at one with Amiel’s
critical acumen: “For a play,” says he, “is still
an imitation of nature; we know we are to be de-
ceived, and we desire to be so.” And we do not
balk at the sea-wave washing the rim of the sun,
which we know it does not do, any more than we
boggle at blackberries that are red when they
are green, although we know the colors as colors
to be mutually exclusive. We simply exercise
““that willing suspension of disbelief for the mo-
ment, which,” as Coleridge says, “constitutes
poetic faith.” In a word, illusion is a convention
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deer are perfectly in place in poetry, when they
are in place. They are triumphantly at home
in “The Jolly Beggars,” when
. . . staggering, and swaggering.'
He roar’d this dittyup . . .
While frighted rattons backward leuk
And seek the benmost bore.
But the associations that cluster about rats clash
as sharply with the other associations that Ten-
nyson happens to be evoking in his picture, as
those same associations accord with the magnifi-
cent Hogarthianism of “The Jolly Beggars.” It
is not of the slightest moment whether, in point
of fact, a water-rat jumped, or an otter, or a
turtle, or a frog. Tennyson is not rehearsing
facts of natural history; he is striving for con-
sistency of impression. And in 1842 the water-rat
disappeared forever, and instead:
Then leapt a trout. In lazy mood
~ I watch’d the little circles die.
Let me be extremely explicit again: the point is
not that a trout is more poetic than a water-rat.
It is simply that the one destroys, the other helps
create, the particular illusion that Tennyson at
the moment was seeking to create.
That is a rather obvious example, from a poem
where the creative energy was working (I think
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broken in upon by a vulture’s flight, and the
vivid freshness of the summer’s green. The whole
key is changed. And so Keats cancelled the lines,
and wrote in the margin of the manuscript:

Not so much life as on a summer’s day
Robs not at all the dandelion’s fleece.

But fleece or no fleece, the dandelion’s blithe and
sunny gold snaps utterly the spell. And at last,
in the [proof-sheets, the elusive harmony was
captured once for all:

Not so much life as on a summer’s day
Robs not one light seed from the feathered grass.

And the landscape is now motionless and hueless
from hanging cloud to fallen leaf. It is the stuff
that dreams are made on, to be sure, not fact.
But it has the supreme truth of poetry, which is
inviolate consistency with itself.

I resolutely resist the temptation to illustrate
further, even though there beckons me Words-
worth’s substitution of ‘“the whistling rustic
tending his plough” for “the rural milk-maid
by her cow,” in the Toussaint L’Ouverture son-
net, and a score of other alluring possibilities.
For I want a moment for that other shattering
of illusion which comes by way of the intrusion
of fact. And since Wordsworth at his best is in-
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near the summit), fairly safe in the airy citadel
of poetry. But the stanza remorselessly proceeds:
Not five yards from the mountain path,
This Thorn you on your left espy;
And to the left, three yards beyond,
You see a little muddy pond
Of water — never dry,
Though but of compass small, and bare "'
To thirsty suns and parching air.
The illusion is precipitated; the spell is snapt
again, “as the fractured point of a Prince
Rupert’s tear reduces the crystal globule to
sand.” For poetic truth and literal fact are like
the Franklin’s love and lordship:
Love wol nat ben constreyned by maistrye;
Whan maistrie comth, the god of love anon
Beteth his wings, and farewel! he is gon!
And poetic truth lies buried in the infant’s grave
that Wordsworth digged a few lines later in the
poem:
I’ve measured it from side to side,
T is three feet long, and two feet wide.
“I do not know,” says Audrey to Touchstone,
“what ‘poetical’ is. Is it honest in deed and
word? Is it a true thing?” “No, truly,” says
Touchstone, “for the truest poetry is the most
feigning.”” Out of the mouth of fools comes forth
wisdom (when the voice is the voice of Shake- .
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“State of Innocence and Fall of Man.” Here
it is:

Seraph and cherub, careless of their charge,

And wanton, in full ease now live at large;

Unguarded leave the passes of the sky,

And all dissolved in hallelujahs lie.
Then he proceeds: “I have heard (says one of
[my well-natured censors]) of anchovies dissolved
in sauce; but never of an angel in hallelujahs. A
mighty witticism!” he continues, . . . “He might
have burlesqued Virgil too, from whom I took
the image: ‘They invade' the city, buried in
sleep and wine.” A city’s being buried, is just as
proper on occasion, as an angel’s being dissolved
in ease, and songs of triumph.” So Dryden, drag-
ging a red herring across the trail with admirable
dexterity. For “buried in sleep” or “dissolved in
ease” unite two impressions which the usage of
imagery permits to merge. But seraphs and cher-
ubs dissolved in hallelujahs violate what Cole-
ridge calls “the chosen laws controlling choice,”
of art. Shakespeare’s instinct was infallible, when
he substituted, in revising “ Hamlet,” ‘the morn
in russet mantle clad” for~““the sun in russet
mantle clad,” that “walks o’er the dew of yon
high mountain top.” The sun walking in a russet
mantle remains untranslated, so to speak; the sun






36 CONVENTION AND REVOLT IN POETRY

not lawless. It is a world apart, if you please, but
within it are its own necessities, which exact in-
exorable adherence to their mandates, if the
world which we have willed is to exist at all.
That is one check upon illusion. Is there another?

There are what we call the laws of nature.
Dare the poet run counter to these? May he
venture, for example, since he may represent the
sun as old and feeble, or may speak of its cold
disk — may he also represent it as sefting in the
East? He may modify actual fact; may he also
contradict it? There has been a good deal of dust
raised about the question, but, like the others, it
reduces wholly, in the last analysis, to a matter
of acceptance. How far do we stretch our willing
suspension of disbelief that constitutes poetic
faith? That is the sole criterion. Well, there is no
question of our extending the suspension to in-
clude franscendence of natural law. We accept
without an instant’s hesitation, in the ““ Ancient
Mariner,” the spectre-bark, and all the super-
natural agencies that underlie the action of the
poem. Like ghosts and fairies and spells, those
belong to the misty midregion of our racial as
well as literary inheritance, towards which we
cherish at least the poetical will to believe. We do
not, on the other hand, unless I am mistaken,






38 CONVENTION AND REVOLT IN POETRY '

securely sin, but safely never” —or at least,
hardly ever. Still, in seeming as in sin, it is some-
times done, and here is a case’in point.

t  On the evening of April 18, 1827, Goethe laid
before Eckermann an engraving of a landscape
of Rubens, and asked him to point out what he
saw. Eckermann named the outstanding details
of the picture.

“Good,” said Goethe, “that would seem to be all.
But you’ve missed the main point. All these objects
that we see before us there — the herd of sheep, the
hay-cart, the horses, the reapers going home — from
which side are they lighted?’” *“They have the light,”
said I, “on the side turned towards us, and throw the
shadows into the picture. Particularly, the reapers in
the foreground are in strong light, which produces a fine
effect.” “Through what, however, has Rubens brought
about this beautiful effect?” “Through the fact,” I
replied, *““that he throws these bright figures against a
dark background.” “But this dark background,” per-
sisted Goethe, “how does it come to be there?” *“It is
the strong shadow,” said I, “that the clump of trees
throws towards the figures.”” “But how is that?’’ I con-
tinued, in astonishment. “The figures throw their
shadow info the picture, the clump of trees, on the
other hand, throws its shadow towards the spectator!
So we have the light from two opposite sides; but that’s
really contrary to all nature.”

Now may I interrupt the conversation at this
point to observe that the invaluable Eckermann
did n’t see the violation of nature until Goethe
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than if it were true, the artist, be he painter or
poet, is justified when he speaketh, and we clear
when we judge. There are infringements upon
natural law which we flatly refuse, under any
circumstances, to accept. There are others where
the artist, put to his shifts, has a fighting chance
to win our assent. But at best artistic illusion
runs counter to the laws of nature at its peril.
There are always commentators in the back-
ground making notes, and then Eckermann is
as wise as Goethe.

We have been discussing appearance and real-
ity in poetry, with our eye, for the most part, on
the physical world. But that is only half of the
content of poetry. “I would to heaven,” scrawled
Byron, on the back of the manuscript of “Don
Juan” — '

I would to heaven that I were so much clay,

As I am blood, bone, marrow, passion, feeling.
There, in “blood, bone, marrow, passion, feel-
ing,” is the other reality. Can the poet give us
that directly, or must he there again translate?
We have already looked at the question from
one angle. I wish now, very briefly, to bring it
into connection with what has just been said
about illusion.

Consider, for a moment, the poet in relation to
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cal, unanswered for a moment. For, you will say,
they are none of them, these four great elegies,
the expressions of deep personal loss. There was
never more than sadness. That may well be. Let
us grant it without discussion, and take another
group of four, in which the underlying personal
grief was certainly present. Tennyson’s “In
Memoriam” grows out of the loss of a close and
dear friend — a loss which darkened the poet’s
life for years. Emerson’s “Threnody” springs
from the loss of an only son; Meredith’s “ A Faith
on Trial,” from the death of the poet’s wife;
Whitman’s “When Lilacs last in the Doorway
Bloomed,” from the tragic taking off of a be-
loved leader. But in these, too, the bitterness of
death is past, the poignancy of emotion has
softened into recollection. The poet is no longer
merely the friend, the father, — compare with
Emerson’s “Threnody’’ the exceeding bitter cry:
“O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom!
would God I had died for thee, O Absalom, my
son, my son!” — he is no longer the husband,
the lover of a dead leader, but the artist. The
grief has not ceased to be personal; it is still that.
To believe otherwise would be to impugn a great
sincerity. But what has happened? The poet is
no longer swept from his moorings, no longer,
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are only a starting-post to something which has
not their sort of reality at all.

Ah, what avails the sceptered race!
Ah, what the form divine!

What every virtue, every gracel ~
Rose Aylmer, all were thine.

Rose Aylmer, whom these wakeful eyes
May weep, but never see,

A night of memories and sighs
I consecrate to thee.

Emotion, formless, chaotic, fluid in itself, has
attained permanence, beauty, form. And in so
doing it has become something which it is not. !

I have really been discussing, under the guise
of illusion, the nature of poetic truth. For the
very essence of poetic truth is accepted illusion.
That illusion, in turn, as we have also seen, grows
inevitably out of the limitations of the poet’s
medium. And illusion to which we consent, with
all that that implies, is the taproot of the con-
ventions of poetry. I wish now to turn, with the
utmost brevity, to one of the major conventions
which I shall discuss more fully in another chap-
ter namely, rhythm.

The one and only thing I wish to say about
poetic rhythm now is this: It serves notice that
we are on the frontiers of illusion — “Enter
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from one world to another, and we expect to pass.
We shall come back to this again, for it is funda-
mental in more ways than one. For the moment,
I have said enough when I repeat that verse,
metre, poetic rhythm or cadence (name it by
what name you will) serves notice that we are on
enchanted ground, and opens the door to the
illusion that is poetic truth —a city built to
music, therefore never built at all, and therefore
built forever.

Such, then, as I understand it, is the essential
nature of poetry — a fabric of truth based on
reality, but not reproducing reality. And the
constituent elements of the fabric have their
sanction in consent. Poetry is, in essence, of
convention all compact.
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have seen, certain fundamental conventions in-
herent in the very nature of poetry itself. But
all conventions are not so firmly rooted. Once
started on their way, they multiply and ramify
and split and merge, and it is the bewildering
and phantasmagoric variety of the branches
rather than their ultimate derivation from a
common root that I wish, if I can, to exhibit.

With the birth of the individual conventions
I shall not particularly concern myself. In one
sense conventions are not born at all. For what-
ever their ancestry, they never come into being
as conventions. It is only when they are taken up
through acceptance into usage that they acquire
conventionality. “The heroic couplet,” says
Professor Manly, with the utmost truth, “origi-
nated . . . suddenly. Chaucer wrote heroic coup-
lets, and there they were.” But when Chaucer
wrote heroic couplets, and there all at once they
were, the heroic couplet did not thereby spring
into existence as a convention. It became that
later, when other poets, following Chaucer,
looked upon it and saw that it was good, and
wore it threadbare.

Yet it is sometimes possible to see how this,
that, and the other convention began. Conven-
tions frequently take their rise, for instance,
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selves have had their origin in any of a hundred
ways. There is nothing mysterious about the
process. One does in letters, as in life, what one
sees others doing. If anybody who has read for
years the Contributors’ Club of the Atlantic
aspires to become a contributor himself, he falls,
half consciously, half instinctively, into the pre-
vailing tone (if he can) of that delightful causerie
— a prevailing tone which it has, please mark,
because hundreds of other contributors have
been doing just that thing. If, on the other
hand, he addresses his observations to the New
York Nation he finds himself, more or less
unconsciously, curbing and pruning his style to
fit the Nation’s more austere conventions. And
all this may not mean in the least that one is
merely, even consciously at all, perhaps, “play-
ing the sedulous ape.” One simply follows the
path of least resistance. And very much so, not
in any specially occult or thaumaturgic way, one
has to think of literary conventions as arising.
The innate human tendency to imitation, cou-
pled with that other formidable phenomenon
which we call habit, does the business.

Out of the seeming chaos, however, of poetic
conventions emerge two weighty and paradoxical
facts, which have influenced the development of
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ious to isolate and disengage the conventions as
conventions, the freedom from disturbing mod-
ern implications is, for the moment, valuable.
Moreover, quite frankly, I am doing what I do
just now, because the Middle Ages are so tre-
mendously alive. For while they lasted, please
perpend, they were not the Middle Ages at all.
They had n’t the faintest idea that they were
medieval; to themselves they were as “modern”
as we think we are. And they were as blissfully
ignorant of what we in our wisdom were going to
think of them and tag them, as we are mercifully
oblivious of what succeeding centuries are going
to think of (and label) us. For we too shall be —
Heaven only knows what, but most certainly
not ‘“modern,” soon enough. “Stop! careless
youth,” the fourteenth century might cry from
its crypts to our self-styled modernity:

Stop! careless youth, as you pass by;

As you are now, so once was I;

As I am now, so you will be.
“As you are now, so once was I’ — that homely
“Hark from the tombs,” then, I should like to
propose, for the moment, not as a memento mori,
but as a vade mecum. For the poet of the Middle
Ages was in essentials altogether such an one as
ourselves.
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And that carried with it a rather astonishing re-
. sult. The marguerite falls heir to the possessions
of the rose; the rose is endowed with fragrance;
ergo, the daisy, which now represents the lady,
must possess it too. And so it follows that the
marguerite, in Machaut,

Par excellence est garnie d’odour.

The poet, preternaturally acute, even smells the
daisy from afar:

Sa douce odeur qui de loing m’est présente.

And Froissart goes so far as to tell us where it
got its fragrance:

Zepherus li donna odours.

Deschamps more cautiously admits the possi-
bility:

Voir de tel fleur a maint I’odeur proufitte —
but he enters mild protest in another poem: “It
is n’t a flower that’s puffed up, for its odor is n’t
haughty or fierce (car s’odeur n’est orgueilleuse
ne fiére) ”’ | But it is Chaucer who caps the climax.

In the Prologue to the ‘“Legend of Good
Nomen,” after the exquisite passage in which
ae describes his homage to ““these floures whyte
¢t -ede. Swiche as men callenr davsies in our

vvir. aund picturag himself as
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or herb, or tree — as flatly surpassing all odors.
“Whom,”” in Mr. Browning’s impassioned words,
“whom shall my soul believe?”

Well, the thing that had happened is obvious
enough. The marguerite, like the rose, was but
the symbol of the lady; the lady must be perfect
and entire, wanting nothing in all the qualities
inherent in a lady; therefore, her flower must
be possessed of all the perfections of a flower.
Fragrance is such a perfection; therefore it fol-
lows inevitably that the daisy must possess the
attribute, for very much the same reason that
to Anselm existence had to be predicated of the
Deity. The fragrance of the rose was transferred
to the daisy without a qualm. It had to have it,
and realism looked the other way.

It continued, indeed, to keep its eyes averted.
For I wish to ask you to observe another signifi-
cant fact. For over five centuries not a soul but
the much-maligned Godwin seems ever to have
observed that Chaucer does represent the daisy
as endowed with fragrance. The passage has been
quoted times without number for what it is —
one of the most charming descriptions of the

lower in the whole range of English poetry.
et of me think of it, when we think of Chaucer.
. 4lyr= e sthar linee except *he Pralagne tn the
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to the daisy is full of a number of things that il-
luminate the behavior of conventions. And simi-
lar shifts meet us on every hand. Since we have
been dealing with one odor which on earth is not,
let us give a moment to another.

The medieval lover, particularly if he were
French or North Italian, was not unlikely, in his
panegyric of his lady, to identify her with a
panther. It was a commonplace of compliment.
And it arose through a perfectly normal transfer
of conventions. In the first place, the Middle
Ages found in Pliny’s “Natural History” and a
treatise known as “Physiologus,*’ a mine of use-
ful and misleading information. The two together
furnished most of the data for the ‘“‘unnatural
natural history” that ran riot as late as Lyly’s
“Euphues.” But the Middle Ages had their own
way of dealing with their facts. From still earlier
centuries had come down an inordinate fondness
for allegorizing everything on which allegory
could lay its hands. And so there sprang up
the Bestiaries, amazing compilations of beasts,
and birds, and fishes, endowed with qualities
they never had, and allegorized into types of
sacred things. And in the Bestiaries the pan-
ther holds an honorable place. Now the “fact”
about the panther was that it possessed a breath






60 CONVENTION AND REVOLT IN POETRY

please remember, is the freedom with which
conventions form new attacliments — a freedom
which renders them susceptible of constantly
new and varied use. Let us consider, now, a par-
ticularly interesting group of conventions which
occur in one of the most finished masterpieces of
subtly penetrating characterization in English
poetry — the description of the Prioress in the
Prologue to the ‘“Canterbury Tales.” It is a
delicately ironical, yet exquisitely sympathetic
portrayal of a clash of ideals. The Prioress is a
nun; she is also very much a woman; and what
Chaucer is depicting is the engagingly imperfect
submergence of the feminine in the ecclesiastical.
And he does it by a daring yet consummately
adroit transference of conventions. At his dis-
posal, on the one hand, was the mass of conven-
tional phraseology indelibly stamped through
long usage with the associations of the poetry of
love; on the other hand, luminously present in
his mind, and pervaded with his inalienable hu-
mor, was his conception of the devout and gentle
Prioress, who has not only immortal but very
mortal longings in her. And he achieves the im-
pression which permeates the whole description
— the impression of the hovering of the worthy
lady’s spirit between two worlds — by deftly
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long-drawn catalogues of the lady’s physical
charms. In a word, the phrase, so far as I know,
was confined to the poetry of courtly love, and
any lover to any lady was pretty certain to em-
ploy it. Now Chaucer begins his sketch of the
Prioress as follows:

Ther was also a Nonne, a Prioresse,
That of hir smyling was ful simple and coy.

There, in the second line, is struck the keynote of
the description. The convention did n’t belong
to the nun at all, as nun. To every one of Chau-
cer’s readers its distinctly earthly rather than
heavenly flavor was unmistakable. The first hint
of the clash between the woman and the nun is
dexterously given by the impinging, so to speak,
of two opposing auras of associations.

I must pass over the exquisite incongruity of
the nun’s self-chosen, unecclesiastical, flower-
like name, Madame Eglantine, and her choice of
a one-time artist, and courtier, and lover of
beautiful attire, the French Saint Eloi, as her
favorite saint. For Chaucer is by no means done
with his shifting of old conventions to new uses.
And the next transfer is an audacious one. Start-
ing centuries before Chaucer with that {Bible
of medizval chivalric practice, Ovid’s “Art of
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Ne wette hir fingres in hir sauce depe.

Wel coude she carie a morsel, and wel kepe,
That no drope ne fille up-on hir brest.

In curteisye was set ful muche hir lest.

Hir over lippe wyped she so clene,

That in hir coppe was no ferthing sene

Of grece, whan she dronken hadde hir draughte.
Ful semely after hir mete she raughte.

The smile of the Spirit of Comedy lurks behind
the lines! And to every one of Chaucer’s readers
came the flash of delighted association from the
rehearsal of the Prioress’s dainty manners to
the intent, distinctly more mundane than pious,
of precisely these same manners as enjoined
with gusto by the Duenna in the “Roman de la
Rose.”

But Chaucer is not yet done. The Prioress’s
dress and bearing, and her little dogs, and her
tenderness of heart, must be passed over. We have
still to be told how she looked. And that brings
us to another of the amazing conventions of
medizval love poetry. For it was accepted poetic
good form that the lover, writing of his lady,
should inventory her charms from top to toe in
good set terms, and with an anatomical exhaus-
tiveness that extenuated nothing. There is the
right and meet phrase for every feature; they
occur with desolating unanimity in the pages of
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Yet one more transfer and Chaucer is done.
The closing lines of the sketch are these:

Ful fetis was hir cloke, as I was war.

Of smal coral aboute hir arm she bar

A peire of bedes, gauded al with grene;

And ther-on heng a broche of gold ful shene,
On which ther was first write a crowned A,
And after, Amor vincit omnia.

That is the most consummate touch of all. For
the motto on the Prioress’s brooch was a conven-
tion with a history. The line (“love conquers all
things”) is, as everybody knows, from one of Vir-
gil’s Eclogues. There it refers, of course, to the
way of a man with a maid. But by a pious trans-
fer, which took place long before Chaucer, and
had behind it the strange jumble of medizeval
superstitions about Virgil, the line was con-
verted to the use of love celestial. Now is it
earthly love that conquers all, now heavenly; the
phrase plays back and forth between the two.
And it is precisely that happy ambiguity of the
convention — itself the result of an earlier trans-
fer — that makes Chaucer’s use of it here, as a
final summarizing touch, a master stroke. Which
of the two loves does “ amor” mean to the Prioress?
I do not know; but I think she thought she meant
love celestial.
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The Middle Ages seized on the great stories of
the classics with avidity. Their core of narrative
was felt as vividly alive; its sheath of epic ma-
chinery and classical mythology and obsolete
manners and customs, on the other hand, was
alien and remote. And so, when the ““/ZEneid”
becomes the “Roman d’Eneas,” and the ““The-
baid” the “Roman de Thébes,” and the “Phar-
salia” the “Roman de Julius César,” and the
Homeric stories the ‘“Roman de Troie,” the nar-
rative core persists, but the sheath of epic con-
ventions has for the most part been sloughed off.
And in its place has developed a new and highly
significant integument, conventional to the last
degree, but now no longer classically, but medi-
&vally conventional. The Middle Ages, that is
to say, translated the classical conventions into
terms of the commonplaces dear to their own
heart.

For one thing, the stage was completely reset,
and the actors recostumed. The classical heroes
and heroines were transmogrified into medizval
knights and ladies; battles were turned into
tournaments; Greece, Rome, Troy, and Carthage
became twelfth- or thirteenth-century France.
We have already seen the medizeval ideal of
feminine beauty. And here, for instance, is what
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medigeval towns. Anachronism is blithely ac-
cepted, and elevated to a virtue. Chaucer’s plea
of extenuation when he arms his Grecian knights
with Prussian shields — ‘“‘there’s no new fashion
that it was n’t old” (“ther nis no newe gyse,
that it nas old”’) — that plea would never have
been entered by the French romancers. The ob-
solete has been calmly jettisoned; the translation
into the contemporary is complete.

But there was another metamorphosis even
more startling. The mediseval courtly romances
of the period were crowded with the marvellous.
And the marvellous had built up its own impos-
ing fabric of conventions. And when Benoit and
the unknown writers of the other classical ro-
mances came to their Latin material, they found
there a no less imposing paraphernalia of con-
ventional machinery — the wrath of Juno, the
wiles of Venus, the missions of Hermes, the in-
stigations of Pallas Athene. But the gods of
Greece and Rome had meantime undergone their
Gotterdimmerung, and the elaborate structure
built on their interventions had become to the
Middle Ages an empty shell. And so when the
epics went over into the romances, for mythology
were substituted marvels; in place of the inter-
positions of gods and goddesses appears the
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Nor is it only the gods who have suffered a sea
change. The Sphinx, for instance, has been made
over in the mediseval image. It was green, states
the “Roman de Thébes’ — ““green as a leaf of
ivy; its head hideous and terrifying, with a nose
a cubit long, and great teeth curving to the neck;
the teeth that jutted from its mouth curved
around till they touched the neck behind. Itseyes
were red as a leopard’s— no man ever saw so ill-
favored a look. . . . But there is still a greater
marvel”’ (so the “Thébes” goes on); “it covers
itself wholly with its ears; its ears are long, and
broad, and hairy, and frightful. Its arms are big
as a great tent; its mouth black and all its snout;
its hands have nails like a lion’s. . . . It is clad
in a brown mantle, that the fées made, fasting.”
That is the typical ogre of Celtic and French
romance, and in the last amazing conception —
fées weaving, fasting, a brown mantle for the
Sphinx —is a compendium of the incredible
transmogrification which the mythological con-
‘ventions underwent.

I shall pass over the displacement of the long-
drawn-out epic similes by the pithy and succinct
comparisons that our medizval ancestors, antici-
pating the modern Imagists, delighted in. For
there is a still more significant translation of
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eres maladye of Hereos,”” and Burton elucidates
them with a wealth of captivating detail, under
the title of “Heroicall Love,” in the “ Anatomy.”
That was one set of medizeval love conventions.

There was another, no less conspicuous, but
this time social rather than physical in its char-
acter. For it involved primarily the attitude of
the lover towards his lady. What underlies it
holds as good to-day as it did then. But its
clothes are different, and in clothes the obsolete
is the fantastic. We shall have to touch it very
briefly. The most distinctive word in the jargon
of the poetry of courtly love is “danger.” And
danger meant not what it means to-day, but the
woman’s instinctive difficulty of access, her inex-
pugnable reluctance to be easily won. And the
medizval lover lived constantly (to use the ac-
cepted phrase) in his lady’s danger, “held up by
the brydel at the [shaftes] ende.” Above all, he
must fear as well as love her. ‘“He who fears not
does not love’ is an endlessly repeated dictum,
and the phrase “love and dread”’ lies thick on the
pages of French poetry as autumnal leaves that
strow the brooks in Vallombrosa. Moreover, the
lover (not the husband; the Middle Ages made
sharp distinction there) must obey his mistress.
She is his “lady sovereyne”’; his ‘“earthly god”
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with beauty but a single episode in the “The-
baid.” It is only in the great and moving tale of
Dido in the “/Aneid” that love assumes a major
role. And it was to these epic narratives, for the
most part barren of one of the most powerful
medizeval appeals, that the courtly romancers
came.

‘What happened? Love was interpolated where
it was not, and translated, where it was, into the
reigning conventions of the day. Dido and Zneas,
in the “Roman d’Eneas,” deport themselves in
accordance with the strictest canons of courtly
love. Dido, in Chaucer as in the ‘““Eneas,”
“waketh, walweth, maketh many a brayd, As
doon thise loveres, as I have herd sayd.” She
“swowneth . . . dischevele” — as indeed, she
must. I have counted, in a rapid running over
of the “Roman de Troie,” thirty swoons of he-
roes and heroines; in the “Theébes,’’ twenty-two;
and to swoon four or five times hand running
during a single trying situation is no novelty.
Above all, on the bare hint of the *“Aneid,” the
innamoramento of Aneas and Lavinia is elab-
orated into one of the most amazing documents
now extant of the very malady of heroic love.
The visit of Julius Ceesar to Egypt in the “Phar-
salia” is seized upon by its redactor to introduce,
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In a word, as regards love, no léss than myth-
ology and backgrounds, the Middle Ages re-
clothed the classical epics in the garb of their
own day.

But, you say, the garb is ridiculous and has
no bearing on the conduct of conventions now.
Very well. Let us waive the question of perti-
nence for a moment and move a little nearer to
to-day. The medizval poetic idiom came after
while to seem a jargon — quaint, to be sure, and
delectably naive, but tedious and drolly untrue
to life. Dido did n’t wallow and swoon, or AZneas
wear a helmet equipped with a carbuncle that
made the night as bright as day; Troy was n’t a
second Paris, or Carthage defended by serried
rows of magnets that drew steel-armed enemies,
and held them, fixed and astonished, to the walls.
Let us put away childish things. And so the sev-
enteenth century proceeded to put them away.
And in the heroic romances of Gomberville,
and Mademoiselle de Scudéry, and La Calprenéde,
Antony and Cleopatra, Sappho, Cyrus, and Ar-
taxerxes became denizens of the Hétel de Ram-
bouillet, and later of the salon of the ‘“matchless
Orinda” herself. And the quaint eccentricities of
courtly love gave place to that sage and serious
schematization of passion which found its com-
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not, and translated, where it was, into the reign-
ing conventions of the day.” The eroticism of
“Salome,” of which there is not the slightest
trace in the original, is of a piece with thé stuff
of any one of a hundred novels that represent
the vogue; the sexual passion in “Johannes” is
one with the passion in “Das hohe Lied.” I am
not passing judgment, either ethical or asthetic,
on the facts. That is entirely beside the point.
The one thing that concerns us, at the mo-
ment, is the fact that we in our way are doing
precisely what the twelfth and the seventeenth
centuries did in theirs — we are reclothing the
same materials in the garb of our own conven-
tions. And I am inclined to think that the
twenty-fifth century (which will have its own
particular modernity to amuse it) will put, for
instance, Oscar Wilde’s “Salome” in the same
museum of conventions with the tale of Lavinia
and Dido in the “Eneas,” and will catalogue
Aubrey Beardsley’s illustrations to the play
with Briseide’s mantle and the Sphinx. And when
it comes to the audit before high heaven, it may
well be that the Prioress’s smiling that was sim-
ple and coy will hold its own with the little
crooked smile of the modern heroine. Let us not
forget our vade mecum: “as we are now, so once
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The poet, as he writes, must reckon with conven-
tions as the tools of his craft, the medium of his
expression, the impediments that thwart his ut-
terance. His relation to them is immediate, and
exigent, and practical. But the reader of poetry
is in no such predicament. And in these days
when the makers of poetry keep in their com-
muniqués the warfare with convention inces-
santly before us, it is well that the distinction be
made sharp and clear. For we who read poetry
are ridden and haunted by no such insistent
problem, nor are we concerned alone with the
coin just issuing from the mint. To us, the old
conventions are what the new will one day be —
the mould which gives to the very age and body
of their time its form and pressure. They repre-
sent to us the ways along which beauty has in the
past been sought and found, and the very fact
that the paths are now deserted and beauty
sought no longer where they lead, may lend them
a peculiar permanence. An Attic drachma minted
in the days of Pericles is no less beautiful because
it no longer passes current. Yet, on the other
hand, the coin that does pass current must bear
the image and superscription of its day. There,
in a word, is the distinction which there is some
danger that we may obliterate. Those who make
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critic who professes English) “they are, as we
should say to-day, ‘women with a past.””” And
that is perfectly true. Cleopatra scarcely lived or
died in the odor of sanctity; Medea was the mur-
deress of her children; Hypermnestra, of her
husband; Cleopatra (to round out the tale),of her
younger brother, Ptolemy. And Dido was guilty
of a flagrant lapse of conventional morality. Why
call them “good,” and more than that, why act-
ually canonize them, by endowing them with
legends, the peculiar prerogative of saints? Itisa
pretty problem in the behavior of conventions.
And the reason is as simple as in the case of the
daisy, which assumed in verse a fragrance that
nature had denied it in reality. Chaucer’s cen-
tury (and by no means that century alone) had a
trick of conventionalizing a single person into
the representative, the exemplum, of a particular
attribute or quality. Absalom was the stock em-
bodiment of beauty, Solomon of wisdom, Creesus
of wealth, Hector of prowess, Hercules of
strength, Esther of meekness, Penelope of wifely
devotion — and so on, ad libifum. They were
other things, to be sure, as George Washington
is something more than the frigid stateliness,
and Lincoln than the homespun sagacity, for
which they stand to most of us. But the Middle
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cousins to the Micawbers and Barkises and all
their breed of Dickens’s Human Comedy, who
““roll all their strength and all their sweetness up
into one ball,” and live perpetually in singleness
of heart, as “ willing”’ or * waiting for something to
turn up,” or whatever the insulating phrase may
be. And last but not least, their congeners by the
dozen lie sleeping on the hill in the Spoon River
churchyard. The convention is strange and bi-
zarre only when looked at from outside. Once
inside it, we’re at home; and Medea, despite her
failings, is as ““good™ (to tilt the convention at
another angle) as Anna Karenina or Hester
Prynne.

But conventions do die. They have, it istrue, a
disconcerting way at times, like old Roger under
the apple tree in the folk-game, of rising abruptly
from their graves, and it is never wholly safe to
carve their epitaphs. But enough of them are
surely dead to warrant a summary statement of
how conventions cease to live.

For one thing, conventions die through a pro-
cess of sloughing off, as new and more vigorous
ife develops within them. We see it happening in
rthe Maralities, to take one instance only. Here
wre Lo conventional virtues — Mercy, Contem-

_adqion_ Pargevarance,. Pitv. Sapience. Nigeratinn
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Crabbed youth and age can live as well together
as those two lingoes. And the staid conventions of
the Virtues slip into innocuous desuetude (they
would have rolled the phrase as a sweet morsel
under their tongues), while the racy license of
the Vices heads straight towards Falstaff.

But in the main, conventions die of being used
to death. Poets of low vitality ensconce them-
selves like hermit-crabs, generation after gener-
ation, in the cast-off shells of their predecessors.
The French poetry of Chaucer’s day (to come no
nearer home) is possessed of a jargon beside
whose deadly yet fascinating monotony the
poetic diction of the eighteenth century is kalei-
doscopic in its variety. Nor is it the diction only
which has hardened into rigor mortis. The setting
of the vision, the remorseless bead-roll of the
catalogues, the stock descriptions whose end is
inevitably foreseen from the initial phrase — one
feels that the poets relaxed into them and were
at rest, as the Bishop at St. Praxed’s lay luxu-
riating in the blessed mutter of the mass, and in
the good, thick, stupefying incense smoke. For
there is, indeed, something almost narcotic in
much medizval poetry; one is lulled into a pleas-
ing stupor such as one feels in crossing our great
central plains, watching from the car window
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world (the sentimental and zigzag journeys being
yet in the seeds of time); there were temples of
this, and mirrors of that. And there was the débat;
the sort of thing which a little later one finds
in the elder Heywood’s “Play of Love,” that
delectable old Interlude in which appeared four
characters, of whom one was loving but not
loved, another loved but not loving, a third both
loving and loved, and a fourth neither loved
nor loving. And the amicable debate jogged
comfortably on as to which was the more miser-
able, the “loving not loved,” or the “loved not
loving”; and which was the happier, on the
whole, “both loved and loving,” or “neither
loving nor loved.” There was also beginning
what Mr. Lucas recently called “the first effu-
sion of the deplorable cataract of balades and
rondeauz” that swept over Europe. Machaut,
Froissart, Oton de Granson, Christine de Pisan
wrote them by the score. Of the indefatigable
Deschamps I speak with something verging on
emotion, for I have twice felt bound to go over
the whole four thousand eight hundred eight-line
stanzas of the one thousand two hundred balades
which he alone has left behind — not to speak of
the one hundred and seventy-one rondeauz, the
eighteen virilais and the fifteen lais. If one wrote
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There are, then, three determining attitudes
toward conventions: we may accept them and
passively conform; or we may keep and mould
them; or we may gloriously smash them, and go
on. Those who passively accept are negligible —
senza infamia e senza lodo. Neither infamy nor
praise is theirs; they are the neutrals in the clash
of forces that press outward the frontiers of art.
It is the other two that will concern us here:
those who accept, but in accepting transmute
and re-create; those who reject, and in rejecting
strike out for unpath’d waters, undream’d
shores. And to the first we may now come.
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know a three-year-old boy who calls an auto-
mobile a “cadetGga.” It is, both to him and in
point of fact, an excellently descriptive term,
based, like many a word in the pristine days of
speech, on the sound the thing makes. But you
can’t go to the telephone and ask for a “cadet-
ga” with any valid hope of seeing it appear.
And since the world with which the young ad-
venturer must communicate prefers to call the
affair a motor, or a car, or a machine (incom-
parably less exact and fitting terms), he will in-
fallibly drop his own fresh and vivid coinage, and
conform. The tangential energy of the individual
beats its wings in vain against the centripetal
force of the community, and every infant an-
archist in speech yields at last to the usage of
that world by which, if he is to live, he must be
understood.

All this, of course, has larger implications. Ex-
pression in art can no more escape the demands
of intelligibility, than expression in every-day
speech. The poet writes in order to communicate,
and to communicate he, too, must be understood.
And the language of poetry in the broader sense,
poetic forms and conventions of whatever sort,
is established by long usage, like speech itself.
It may, from the point of view of either rhyme or
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and “strange” itself, which started out by
meaning merely “foreign,” is only another record
of the same idiosyncrasy. That is one thing.

But there is still another trait that is no less
broadly human. Whatever is too familiar wearies
us. Incessant recurrence without variety breeds
tedium; the overiterated becomes the monoto-
nous, and the monotonous irks and bores. And
there we are. Neither that which we do not know
at all, nor that which we know too well, is to our
taste. We’re averse to shocks, and we go to sleep
under narcotics.

Now both the shock and the narcotic have, I
grant, at times their fascination. But they are
apt tobe forward, not permanent, sweet, not last-
ing. The source of more or less abiding satis-
faction for most normal human beings lies in a
happy merging of the two — in the twofold de-
light in an old friend recognized as new, or a new
friend recognized as old. The experience and the
pleasure are universal. All the lovers who have
ever lived have made experiment of it; a face
that you’ve passed a hundred times, nor cared to
see, remains the face you’ve always known, bu
becomes all at once the most beautiful and thrill-
ing object in the world; the person you’ve neve
known before, you find all at once you’ve known
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The balance between recurrence and variation is
so delicately kept that monotony itself becomes
the signal for a fresh surprise. And Poe’s con-
summate and deliberate technique, no less than
the limpid simplicity of the carol, secures its
almost magical effects by the same means:

The skies they were ashen and sober;
The leaves they were crispéd and sere,
The leaves they were withering and sere;
It was night in the lonesome October,
Of my most immemorial year;
It was hard by the dim lake of Auber,
In the misty mid region of Weir:
It was down by the dank tarn of Auber,
In the ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir.

That is but one way out of a thousand in which
the familiar merges with the strange. And when a
poet, through whatever secret of his art, gives to
the expected the thrill of a discovery, he need
have no fears for his originality.

What we call originality, then, does not so
much consist in the creation of something wholly
new, as in this repristination (to use Browning’s
word) of something old. That is not, of course,
quite the whole story. But the other side may
securely wait.

Let us begin with one or two conventions. And
though we start out with the elder poets, we
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And softer than the wolle is of a wether. ...
But of hir song, it was as loude and yerne

As any swalwe sittinge on a berne.

Ther-to she coude skippe and make game,

As any kide or calf folwinge his dame.

Hir mouth was swete as bragot or the meeth,
Or hord of apples leyd in hey or heeth.
‘Winsinge she was, as is a joly colt,

Long as a mast, and upright as a bolt.

The hackneyed convention has become vivid
as a branch of hawthorn leaves, and racy of
good English soil. Let us see what happened to
another.

One of the most notorious instances of the
mediaeval trick of listing things is the so-called
Ubi sunt formula. It is a comprehensive and de-
tailed interrogation, on the order of “Where, oh,
where are the Hebrew children?”’ as to the where-
abouts of all the ancient worthies:

Dic, ubi Salomon, olim tam nobilis,
Vel ubi Samson est, dux invincibilis—

and so on through an interminable list. That hap-
pens to be from a medizval hymn, but the thing
is everywhere. I shall give at once the most ter-
rible example that I know. Where, asks Des-
champs in one of his twelve hundred balades —
where are David and Solomon, Methuselah,
Joshua, Maccabzus, Holofernes, Alexander and
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and holds all, quietly inurned. But modern
instances aside, the thing with its appalling
fecundity dogs one down the Middle Ages in
unrelieved monotony. All at once, in France,
a supremely gifted poet took it up. He took it
up and kept it; but he added one thing — the
penetrating beauty of a refrain which fused the
dead list into one of the most haunting symbols
of human transitoriness:
Tell me now in what hidden way is
Lady Flora the lovely Roman?
Where’s Hipparchia, and where is Thais,
Neither of them the fairer woman?
Where is Echo, beheld of no man,
Only heard on river and mere, —

She whose beauty was more than human?. ..
But where are the snows of yester-year?

Sainte-Beuve long ago pointed out that Villon’s
poignant refrain — his ‘“Mais o sont les neiges
d’antan!” — transformed by the alchemy of
genius the hackneyed formula. It did. The one
compelling phrase became a solvent, through
which the hoary banalities of the convention
were merged in the fleeting evanescence of all
things that are.

Moreover, what Villon did with the balade in
general is a no less illuminating case in point. He
found it more dead than any modern poet has
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awoke, and not only the “Balade des dames du
temps jadis,” but “La belle Heaulmiére,”” and a
dozen others stand, with vivid and imperishable
freshness, among the supreme achievements of
poetry.

We might dwell with no less profit upon the
progressive desiccation, a little later, of the son-
net. Nobody ever put the reason for what hap-
pened better than Sidney himself, who, showing
the steep and thorny way to Heaven, on occasion
recked not his own rede.

)
You that do search for every purling spring
Which from the ribs of old Parnassus flows,
And every flower, not sweet perhaps, which grows
Near thereabouts, into your poesie wring;
Ye that do dictionary’s method bring
Into your rimes, running in rattling rows;
You that poor Petrarch’s long-deceased woes
With new-born sighs and denizen’d wit do sing;
You take wrong ways; these far-fet helps be such
As do bewray a want of inward touch.

And through these far-fetched helps the sonnet

became, in the hands of innumerable practi-
tioners, a thing of frigid conceits worn bare by
iteration; of servile borrowings; of artificial sen-
timent, flat as the lees and dregs of wine. One has
only to read seriafim the Elizabethan sonnet
cycles (with their glorious islets rising here and
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deepest holes of his dear Duddon.” But through it
all the sonnet holds its way. And Rupert Brooke,
like Villon, comes along and writes this— of
the dead, too, but not “du temps jadis™:

These hearts were woven of human joys and cares,
Washed marvellously with sorrow, swift to mirth.
The years had given them kindness. Dawn was
theirs,
And sunset, and the colours of the earth.
These had seen movement, and heard music; known
Slumber and waking; loved; gone proudly
friended;
Felt the quick stir of wonder; sat alone;
Touched flowers and furs and cheeks. All this is
ended.

There are waters blown by changing winds to
laughter .

And lit by the rich skies, all day. And after,
Frost, with a gesture, stays the waves that dance
And wandering loveliness. He leaves a white

Unbroken glory, a gathered radiance,
A width, a shining peace, under the night.

The new comes and takes its place beside the
old, and we welcome it. But it is not wise to give
up too soon the old for dead. The ways of genius
with supposedly cast-off and lifeless forms have
‘v be reckoned with. For the touch of genius is
.ike the miracle of Spring.

fat .. rotuwrn. for a moment, to our thesis

~—ivhe  imathae chingg grown ‘rite, 1n thingy
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full hearing by and by. Meantime, there are cer-
tain fundamental and (I believe) still fruitful
and operative principles to reckon with.

The current notion that invention is a mark of
high originality is one of the vulgar errors that
die hard. If it were true, “The House of a Thou-
sand Candles” or the ‘Filigree Ball”’ would bear
away the palm from many a masterpiece. But it
is not the case. None of the great poets has ever
troubled himself particularly to invent. That is
especially true, of course, of narrative and dra-
matic poetry, and in spite of the fact that both
narrative and the drama have now been largely
commandeered by prose, the usage of Sophocles,
and Dante, and Chaucer, and Shakespeare, and
Goethe (although I am far from wishing to con-
jure with great names) is not without relevance
still. They took, then, for the most part, materi-
als that had come down to them — themes that
had grown and developed through a selective
instinct working, often, through long genera-
tions. And instead of inventing, they discovered.
If that sounds cryptic, let us start with a modern
instance that is n’t poetry at all.

Dickens, as everybody knows, took over in
“Pickwick Papers” a farcical series of sporting
sketches, already begun, and intended to centre
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that one Sir John Falstaff, despite his own vera-
cious rehearsal of the circumstances of his birth,
had a not dissimilar pedigree.

Dickens, then, did n’t invent Mr. Pickwick; he
discovered him underneath his disguising habili-
ments. And out of his discovery grew a unique
book. There is another unique performance that
grew out of a similar flash of insight. Chaucer
did over into English the story of Troilus and
Cressida as it came to him, particularly through
Boccaccio. He found it an Italianate romantic
epic; he left it the first great English novel.
“Nothing like it,” as has been recently said,
“was ever in the world before.” How does he
do it?

He starts out in pretty close dependence upon
Boccaccio. And he reaches Cressida herself, and
Pandar. Then all at once something happens,
and you can see it happening before your eyes,
if you read the two narratives together. Some of
you will recall what Stevenson says of “Kid-
napped”: “In one of my books, and one only,
the characters took the bit in their teeth; all at
once they became detached from the flat paper;
aind they turned their backs on me and walked

-it bodily, and from that time my task was stern-
sranhic ** Wa]|, that is wvhat happeoed to Chgr.
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astounding possibilities in things that appear to
have incurably gone stale. Let us take another
instance. The Middle Ages had a passion for col-
lecting. Jacobus de Voragine, in the ‘“Golden
Legend,” collected saints; Boccaccio, in the “De
Casibus,” collected tragedies; in the “De Claris
Mulieribus”’ he collected famous women; the
medizval preachers were indefatigable collectors
of exempla. Story collections, then, were a stock
convention. Chaucer himself had tried his hand
at them more than once. He had done it in the
“Legend of Good Women,” and he had done it
in what later came to be the “Monk’s Tale.”
Indeed, the Monk cheerfully stated, before he
launched into his string of tragedies, that he
had a hundred of them in his cell! Such collec-
tions, however, were merely collections — stories
strung together, or confined within some station-
ary framework; tales lifted from their native soil,
and mounted, classified, and pressed in an her-
barium. But stories grow. They spring from the
fillip of some suggestion, and one begets another,
and they smack of the qualities of their narra-
tors. A group of men (and I am not forgetting
Chaucer for a moment) are gathered in the
smoking compartment of a Pullman car. The
cigars burn freely, and the bars come down. The
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bret-ful of lesinges, Entremedled with tydinges.”
Moreover, pilgrimages threw together, willy-
nilly, every sort of person in the world — “a
companye Of sondry folk, by aventure y-falle In
felaweshipe.” And they told their tales each after
his kind, and as they rode they developed antipa-
thies and disclosed affinities. And Chaucer made
the great discovery. Journeys are where stories
live when they’re af home. Why leave them
stranded in a collection, ““lyk a fish that is water-
lees”? And by a stroke of genius he turned a
static into a dynamic thing, and out of a hack-
neyed literary type the Human Comedy itself
unfolds before our eyes. For if ever the Spirit of
Comedy, with its sage’s brows and its slim feast-
ing smile, was luminous and watchful overhead,
it was when the “nyne and twenty in a com-
panye” set out from Southwerk at the Tabard,
on the road to Canterbury. And there, like Cres-
sida, “I take my leve.” ‘“Who-so wol here it in a
lenger wyse,” says the Monk when he has told
the Tale of Ugolino, “Redeth the grete poete of
[taille, That highte Dant, for he can al devyse
“ro point to point; nat o word wol he faille.”
And what Chaucer says Dante did for Ugolino,
Professor Kittredge has recently done for Chaucer
Wimsen  Anc rue supreme aoriginality of “he
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vitalizes everything he lays his hands on. He is
everlastingly discovering that dead things are n’t
dead at all. He dares to begin the immortal Pro-
logue to the “Canterbury Tales” itself with a
device that had been worn to the bone in the
swarming vision poems of the day. It was always
Spring when the dreamer fell asleep. And the
same conventional birds, trees, and breezes re-
peat each other, till almost one’s spirit dies “for
wo and wery of that companye.” How deadly
they were you can only know if, like Chaucer,

Thou gost hoom to thy hous anoon;
And, also domb as any stoon,

Thou sittest at [boke after] boke,
Till fully daswed is thy loke,

And livest thus as an hermyte.

But Chaucer as usual saw what others had n’t
seen. And he struck through the shell of the trite
springtime convention to the heart of Spring it-
self. Spring is the time of the irrepressible Wan-
derlust, of longings for the open road, over the
hills and far away: ‘“‘than longen folk to goon on
pilgrimages.” And so:

Whan that Aprille with his shoures sote

The droghte of Marche hath perced to the rote,

And bathed every veyne in swich licour,

Of which vertu engendred is the flour;

Whan Zephirus eek with his swete breeth
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth
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familiar treatments of traditional themes, stand
to the poet in precisely the same relation as the
world of eye and ear. And they too may flash into
life under the same compelling vision that at
rare moments pierces the husks of things, and
discloses beauty. For art is tradition, and what is
handed down is itself material for the alembic.
It may prove to be utterly intractable, its pris-
tine ductility vanished forever. Well and good;
that is a malady incident to art no less than to
manners and costume and speech. But that is the
other half of the truth — the half that is turned
towards us to-day. What we are concerned with
at the moment is the half that has suffered tem-
porary eclipse: the fact that old forms and old
themes have always remained, and in large
measure still remain, malleable under creative
energy. And what we call originality has always
found rich stuff for its transmutation there.

I shall not summon Shakespeare as a witness.
It is all or nothing with him. One thing only I
shall say. If you wish a complete compendium of
the essentials and the quintessentials of origi-
uality, in all their conceivable manifestations, go
1 a voyage of discovery of your own, and begin
av reading Lodge’s ‘“Rosalynde,” and Brooke’s
"Ramenes and Tuliet,” and the ald “King T #i- and
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us it must, however, because we persist in judg-
ing in accordance with the conventions of to-day
older practices, that were subject to a wholly
different usage.

The Middle Ages, for example, had practically
no sense whatever of literary property, as we
conceive it. Rights of possession in other men’s
work were “free as the road, as large as store.”
Froissart’s words about another matter are ap-
plicable here: ‘“there was nothing of which one
could say ‘It is mine,’ for everything was com-
mon as the sun and moon.” Short of wholesale
and servile cribbing, A was as free to incorpor-
ate what B had written, as he was to levy on the
blessed sun of heaven, for his poetic needs. And
it was as little incumbent upon him to state
that he had done so, as it is even yet for me
to announce that I lifted “the blessed sun of
heaven” from Shakespeare. The works of other
men, in fact, stood on practically the same foot-
ing, to a writer, as the works of God. Chaucer
fuses the results of his reading into a new thing,
precisely as he fuses his keen and infallible ob-
servations of life. And usually he combines the
two. The Wife of Bath — who should have lived
long enough hereafter to have met in Falstaff her
only peer and her only match — the Wife of
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would be, to be sure, but a nettle — “En ton
jardin ne seroye qu’ortie”” —but he makes it
unmistakably clear that he was anxious to be
transplanted there, if only Chaucer would. And
the sequel is this. Chaucer did find in Deschamps,
as we now know, stuff for his loom, and wove it
into his own tapestry. But it is only within the
last dozen years that the discovery was made
that he had actually done so. For, in entire ac-
cordance with the usage of his day, which Des-
champs followed with the rest, Chaucer made no
acknowledgment. It would have been a work of
pure supererogation if he had. For among that
happy breed of men to whom all things were
theirs, to take over another’s ‘“goodly words’
into one’s own “douce melodie” was in itself a
compliment as acceptable and courtly as any
that one could pay. Acknowledgment might or
might not be made, precisely as one pleased.
And there, indeed, lies the crux of the whole mat-
ter. Barring the single point of acknowledgment,
originality meant in Chaucer’s day substan-
“ially what it means now — the transmutation
¢ what is 'taken over, into something that is
~s~-utially one’s own. And the difference with ref-
-renee ‘n acknowledgment grew directly out of
T - ubemes . any such aetive genge ae anme 2 it
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Chaucer, and Shakespeare recognized far more
clearly and surely than we the perennial vitality
latent in fradition. And one of their glories is the
interpenetration, in their work, of books and life.
There they both were; and the creative energy in
those more spacious days struck as straight and
true for the one as for the other, to find its stuff.
And this richness of assimilation of what tradi-
tion furnishes gives to the older poetry a body, a
fulness of habit, of which we often feel the lack
these days, when we all too seldom catch in
verse that sense of a rich and varied background
flashing into expression in a single poem, or
pouring its profusion into the compass of one
master work — the sense that sometimes in a
single phrase throws windows open upon endless
vistas. And qualities like those we can ill afford to
miss. "
For originality is more than the saying of
something never said before about something
now for the first time perceived. That has its
own high value, we may grant at once; but it
has its limitations too. For however exciting it
night well be to play a second Adam, and have
the Lord God bring to each of us, all new, every
beast of the field and fowl of the air to see what
v¢  wanid eall them: - hav~r thrilling that
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gives distinction, freshness, individuality. Take
a line and a half of Wordsworth’s:

. . . that uncertain heaven received
Into the bosom of the steady lake.

When Coleridge read that, he sat down and
wrote in a letter: ““had I met these lines running
wild in the deserts of Arabia, I should have in-
stantly screamed out ‘Wordsworth!’”’ Of course
he would; they are saturated through and
through with him, — as

For lo! the New-moon winter bright! .

And overspread with phantom light

(With swimming phantom light o’erspread
But rimmed and circled by a silver thread) —

as these lines are permeated with the very quin-
tessence of Coleridge. But,

An ampler ether, a diviner air,

also bears Wordsworth’s unequivocal image and
superscription, though this time the gold is the
gold of Virgil.

For although in life “the rank is but the
guinea stamp, The man’s the gowd for a’ that,”
m art, where form and content are as indisso-
ubly one as body and spirit, the distinction
‘ails to hold. It is the cutting of the intaglio the*
¢ oe ite valna ‘e thae gem. And “Drin. ‘e e
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of as long date as ‘“‘Aucassin and Nicolete” (in
its alternation of verse and — with apologies! —
prose); while from a third angle it’s a superb
appropriation and translation into words of the
methods of the cinematograph. None of these
things move us, whether in Wordsworth, or Ben
Jonson, or Burns, or Beethoven, or Miss Lowell.
They are stuff for the loom, clay for the potter,
gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, stubble
— it matters not what in the slightest degree.
We know what they are, but we know not what
they may be, when the poet is done with them.
For it is n’t by the materials you use that your
claim to originality will stand justified or con-
demned; it is solely by the thing you do with
them.

There is one other question that will certainly
and properly be asked. Where does inspiration
come in? Is n’t it that which, after all, is the true
criterion and touchstone of originality? Is it not
when, as Goethe puts it, “the good ideas stand
suddenly before us like free children of God, and
cry out: ‘Here we are!’” — is n’t it then that we
are most authentically original? What, too, of
that larger aspect of Goethe’s doctrine, which
comes sO near expressing, once for all, what we
each of us would say, if we could, of genius:
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hear it at all in succession . . . but as a simultane-
ous whole. That is indeed a feast! All the finding
and making goes on in me as in a very vivid
dream.” Inspiration may seize on one as “Tam
o’Shanter” seized on Burns, when he walked all
day by the riverside, ““crooning to himsel,” and
“in such ecstasy that the tears were happing
down his cheeks,” as he wrote his verses on the
top of his sod-dyke along the stream. Or it may
weary one, as it wearied Wordsworth: “William
tired himself with seeking an epithet for.the
cuckoo . . . William very nervous. After he was
in bed, haunted with altering ‘The Rainbow.’
.. . William tired himself with hammering at a
passage.” It may come as to Goethe, in his bare
little anchorite’s cell of a study, from which (he
says) he scarcely stepped the whole winter
through, except into the still more Spartan bed-
room opening out of it; or it may come as it used
to come to Scott, while he galloped on horseback
over the moors. It may descend as it descended
upon Gautier, working imperturbably in the
midst of the clatter of printing presses; or it may
respond only to cloistral isolation, as with Flau-
bert: “I’m like a bowl of cream: if the cream is
to form, the bowl must sit immobile.” One may
write of pastoral scenery, as Lodge did in ‘“Rosa-
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some chance morning or evening . . . among the
Sabine hills,” that in a flash gives wings to the
imagination; or a page of ‘“Purchas His Pil-
grims,” or an old yellow book picked up in a
Florentine book stall. The titanic sweep of inspi-
ration through “King Lear,” and the thoughts
beyond the reaches of our souls in ‘“Hamlet,”
were stirred to life by two old plays. We are back
where we started. What we call inspiration is the
dynamic factor in originality — that is all.

Let us end orderly as we began. Poetry may
never with safety cut loose from the old, because
the old is always new. The tide of generations
flows on unceasingly, and for each the old experi-
ences have their pristine freshness. That is why
the old themes are perennial. Love is as dazzling
a miracle to every lover who loves to-day as if
unnumbered millions had n’t loved since time
began. Death is n’t trite to you and me because
it’s been the common lot since life first was; nor
have the moon and stars grown old because un-
counted centuries ago, beside the rivers of Baby-
lon and Egypt, or among the hills and pasture
lands of Israel, or in the wide stillness of Arabia,
men saw them, and brooded, and wondered, and
dreamed. The oldest things in the world are the
things that also have been new as many times as
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THE HARDENING OF CONVENTIONS, AND REVOLT

ArT moves from stage to stage, as we have seen,
by two opposing paths: the way of constructive
acceptance, and the way of revolt. The one is the
road of the builders; the other of the adventurers
and pioneers. You may prefer one path, and I
the other. We shall certainly not all agree on
either. But what Chaucer wrote to his little son
Lewis is still to the point: ‘“diverse pathes leden
diverse folk the righte wey to Rome.” And there
will always be these two great highways to a
common goal, whatever may be your preference
or mine. It is because human beings are what
they are that the world advances, now by the
creative transmutation of the old, now by the
discovery and conquest of the new, and now
through both together.

For behind our differing attitudes towards
conventions stand two fundamental human
hents, that between them comprehend the
worid. There are always souls, the salt of the
-+ h, who say: “So was it when my life br
e Wt now Tam a appa L. e it whay
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tives and radicals as indispensable instruments of
its unfolding.

We have dealt with the constructive accept-
ance of the old. And this creative assimilation of
what is handed down constitutes the great con-
servative force in poetry. But the radical attitude
towards the old must be reckoned with too. And
that attitude is apt to be twofold. It is destruc-
tive, because it is tired of the old, and frequently
proceeds without compunction to consign it to
the scrap-heap. It is also constructive, because it
wants the new, and sets forth, not without a
cheerful flourish of trumpets now and then, to
find it. It is sometimes justified in both proce-
dures; [it is usually extreme; and it is always
interesting. And without it poetry would indu-
bitably be the poorer.

I propose, then, to consider the radical temper
as the complement, no less than the antithesis,
of the conservative trend in poetry. But I wish
to make my immediate purpose clear. It so hap-
pens that we are at the moment in the midst of
1 period of revolt in poetry. I shall not, how-
aver, in this chapter, deal primarily with the

-fiosyncracies of this particular insurgent move.
went  Thage = °]l be matter for enncideratinn
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the radicals react to it, is shackled by a mass of
inherited conventions — dead rhymes, dead me-
tres, dead diction, dead stock ideas. They would
play the réle of Perseus to a new Andromeda, and
set the starry prisoner free. Life in poetry, as they
conceive it, is a continual sloughing off of chrys-
alids and trying of new wings. Over against the
transmutation of old conventions is sharply set
their repudiation in favor of the new. The radical
attitude, then, is both negative and positive; not
iconoclastic only, but in its way creative too.
And it is necessary to regard it from both angles.
We may consider the negative aspect first.
The insurgent temper rebels against what it feels
to be the dead hand of convention. And it may
be granted at once that its revolt is often war-
ranted. We have seen something of the ways of
genius in dealing with conventions. But conven-
tions by no means always fall into the hands of
genius. More often than not it is poetry’s jour-
neymen who ply their trade with them, and then
the worst is apt to happen. Let us consider very
briefly, then, some of the conditions out of which
-avolt takes its rise.
Tha nath of least resistance has always sharen
wnei vith the primrese way, And the wstocy

v .n -alone offers ny axeeptior 4 - ol
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valled terseness and point have spared countless
thousands the travail of thought on a number of
themes, pays his respects to the ‘tuneful fools
who haunt Parnassus”:

‘While they ring round the same unvary’d chimes,

With sure returns of still expected rhymes;

Where’er you find “the cooling western breeze,”

In the next line, it ““whispers through the frees’;

If crystal streams ‘““with pleasing murmurs creep,”
The reader’s threatened (not in vain) with “sleep.”

Most excellent fooling! But out of the five occa-
sions on which “breeze” ends a line in Pope’s
own verse, in four it punctually rhymes with
““trees.” And here are three of them:

Her fate is whisper’d by the gentle breeze,
And told in sighs to all the trembling trees.

In some still ev’ning, when the whisp’ring breeze
Pants on the leaves, and dies upon the trees.

The dying gales that pant upon the trees,
The lakes that quiver to the curling breeze.

With such fatal facility we glide by the canal, or
‘ake the poetic turnpike road! For poetry, after
av, is very much like Harvard Yard. Somebody,
i “he good old Colony days, cut across at a new
angie and another at another, and adv-ntnr-,
ekt wemi noadwvepturer’s wake And v e
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crowded with poets clad in the cast-off accidents
of genius. -

And so, when dead conventions squeak and
gibber in the streets, there are just three ways of
reckoning with them. Poets may set the conven-
tions going with the detachment of a phonograph,
and even absent themselves, to all intents and
purposes, entirely. Or they may exercise creative
energy, as we have seen, upon dead forms and
empty shells, and bring about a metamorphosis.
Or, finally, they may rise up in revolt, repudiate
the old coinage altogether, and more or less defi-
nitely set themselves to minting new. And the
last procedure is as common, and as inevitable,
as the other two.

For artistic reactions move in cycles. In per-
petual alternation the same tendencies emerge,
give rise to their opposites, are supplanted by
these opposites, and out of that very eclipse
emerge again, to undergo like metamorphosis.
And there is a certain cosmic humor in the recur-
rent shift by virtue of which the rebel, in due
course, becomes the conservative, the older free-
dom a new tyranny — when the cycle automat-
ically starts again. The way to perfection, as
Pater declares, is through a series of disgusts.
And it is an inveterate habit of English poetry,
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come a stagnant pool, there must also be fresh
influx of the new. But in our preoccupation with
the trodden paths, most of us remain oblivious
to the vast tracts of the unexplored, which lie
waiting to be drawn within the circle of the
known, and so, and only so, to become the plastic
stuff of art. Now poetry, which attains its high-
est triumphs in the transmutation of the famil-
iar, is also everlastingly reaching out, for new
substance for its alchemy, into the regions of the
strange. It has always done it, and presumably
it always will. It may, and frequently does, make
shipwreck in the process. But it also may, and
frequently does, bring back from whatever new
lands it has spied out at least the promise of en-
larged possessions. It takes even chances, when
it sets out, of shipwreck or of spoils. But neither
the race nor its poets would have got far without
a certain ardor in the blood that leaps at chances,
and that adventures to the shores washed with
the farthest sea.

Nor need we_vex our souls particularly over
the vagaries of the voyagers. The inevitable ex-
tremes are merely insurgency’s alms for oblivion.
The essential point is that a residuum persists; a
new inch of the strange has been made familiar;
and the frontiers of art have been so far ad-
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sometime novel, that has been loved not wisely
but too well. Yet none the less, the highest boon
which the new can crave of the gods will always
be the chance of becoming old. For the old will
i perennially pbecome new at the hand of genius.
That is the paradox of art, and likewise the
reconciliation of conservatism and revolt.

I trust that I have now made clear my con-
ception of the function and the value of revolt.
For I am anxious not to be misunderstood as
captious or censorious in pointing out certain
tendencies inherent in the radical procedure,
which constitute not so much a menace to poetry
as an efficacious mode of suicide for their prac-
titioners. The devotion of insurgency to the
principle of neck or nothing (a devotion which
is one of its engaging qualities) carries certain
fairly uniform consequences in its wake. And just
now an unprejudiced appraisal of the pros and
cons together may not be without its value. A
discussion of either without the other, whether
it be panegyric or tirade, is futile.

In the first place, there is one general principle
~met. it is important to emphasize. Revolt, in
e nacure of the case, suffers under a specific

imitation Tts own character is in large measur+
e =niaes 0OV thet againet which it is dirertad
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that is a fact which we shall need to bear in
mind.

It confronts us at once when we approach the
revolutionary notion of originality. The type of
originality which we have already analyzed, and
which exerts itself in the creative transforma-
tions of old forms and of familiar themes, is
anathema to the insurgent bent of mind. The
dctermining factor in the insurgent quest of ori-
ginality is a fine impatience of the stereotyped
and second-hand. The element of recoil becomes
at once the dominant influence, and the would-
be original veers perilously towards the extrava-
gant and the eccentric.

It does so largely, and it always has, because
of a very plausible and quite intelligible frame
of mind. The old things have all been said; there
is nothing left us but to say new things, orelse to
give to what has already been said some dazzling
or sharply arresting turn. We run across the feel-
ing unmistakably after the great Elizabethans
and Jacobcans had left the platter bare. “We
acknowledge them our fathers in wit;” writes
Dryden, “but they have ruined their estates
themsclves, before they came to their children’s
hands. There is scarce an humor, a character,
or any kind of plot, which they have not blown
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fleeting moments, the upshot of the effort, for
the most part, is a more or less violent straining
after the unusual.

Now this striving after a salient individuality
of expression coupled with the tang of novelty,
leads poetry, on occasion, to play fantastic
tricks before high heaven. We are endeavoring
to reach clearness about the quality of revolt in
general, rather than to lay stress, at the moment,
on the insurgency that holds the stage. Let us go
back, accordingly, to some earlier exemplifica-
tions of the same tendency.

There is, as it happens, a singular phenomenon
which we may designate as spurious originality.
It retains the old conventions, but instead of
transforming them, it strains them, as Celia
would say, out of all hooping. It works by dis-
tortion rather than by transmutation, and its
practitioners aim at novelty by the happy ex-
pedient of each going the other one better. The
lady’s eyes kindle the flame of love in her ador-
er’s heart. That is an immemorial convention.
But it becomes trite and commonplace. One of
*ha Ttalian fifteenth-century concettisti, Tebal-
~;, mproves upon his predecessor Cariteo.

a«~ ‘he convention, and twists it intn ¢ mn=<
we—ating “n v, dig 1adv’s honee ane Nuv itamens
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other words, is towards the singular. Not only
must we be spared the obvious at all hazards,
but unexpected and remote analogies must star-
tle us incessantly. And there is perhaps no more
salient instance in English poetry of this revul-
sion from the conventional to an unchartered
individuality of expression than the case of John
Donne. For here was one of the most daring and
penetrating imaginations, one of the most subtle
and restless intellects that ever, before or since,
expressed itself through the medium of verse.
Yet for all his magnificent and lavish gifts,
Donne is the preéminent example of the inability
of genius itself to escape the inevitable, when a
dominant individuality refuses to be subdued to
what it works in, and rebels against the limita-
tions imposed upon every one who would impart
his thoughts. Donne imagines (or recalls) a flea,
in which his own and his lady’s “two bloods
mingled be.” “Oh! stay,” he cries,

. . . three lives in one flea spare,

Where we almost, yea, more than marry’d are.

This flea is you and I, and this

Our marriage bed and marriage temple is.

Though parents grudge, and you, we're met,

And cloister’d in these living walls of jet.

Though use make you apt to kill me,

Let not to that self-murder added be,
And sacrilege, three sins in killing three.
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eyes, and the result is a locus classicus of seven-
teenth-century conceits:

Hail, sister springs!
Parents of silver-footed rills!
Ever-bubbling things!
Thawing crystal!l snowy hills!
Still spending, never spent! I mean
Thy fair eyes, sweet Magdalenel! . ..

Such the maiden gem
By the purpling vine put on,
Peeps from her parent stem,
And blushes at the bridegroom sun.
This wat'ry blossom of thine eyne,
Ripe, will make the richer wine.

And so through eighteen incredible stanzas up to
this:
And now where’er He strays,
Among the Galilean mountains,
Or more unwelcome ways;
He’s followed by two faithful fountains;
Two walking baths, two weeping molions,
Portable, and compendious oceans.
It’s as if a lunatic had propounded a series of
conundrums: ‘“Why are the Magdalen’s tears
like grapes? Why are they like cream? Why like
snowy hills? Why like nests of milky doves?”’
And Crashaw plies his ingenuity to answer them.
Yet Crashaw’s no less is the sheer magnificence
of the closing apostrophe of “The Flaming

Heart”:
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Once there, she incontinently boasted of her
safety:

She spoke: but ere she was aware,

Harvey was with her there —
and there I leave them! “Thise cookes,” cries the
Pardoner in the “Canterbury Tales,” “how they
stampe, and streyne, and grinde, And turnen
substaunce into accident!”> Than which I know
no terser summary of the procedure of what I
must once more call originality gone astray.

I have gone back to the seventeenth century,
because it is perspective that we are seeking. But
the tendency, mutatis mutandis, is not confined
to any period. And most of the worst of our own
so-called “New Poetry,” and occasionally some
cven of the best, is characterized by this same
straining of expression, often to the breaking
point, in its ardent quest of the striking and the
novel as a recoil from the threadbare and the
trite. The tendency to rebound from that béfe
noire, the cliché, into the far-fetched and the ex-
travagant, is there, and it is unmistakable. And
naw_ ag always, its indulgence is an expeditious
vay .0 court mortality. And many of +hase vvho
‘alle-w it decerve a better fate.

i vnuik  wrate Keats ip ape of his leias
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of revolt is to let the community go hang, and to
be at all costs itself. And precisely to the degree
in which the purely individual as such thus
isolates itself, it dissolves the partnership out
of which permanent and fruitful understanding
grows. For the problem of all great expression in
art reduces itself to this: to the striking of the
supremely difficult and delicate balance between
the contribution of the individual and the con-
tribution of the mass, of which he is, whether he
will or no, a part. Overbalance the nice adjust-
ment on either side of the scale, and loss is the
inevitable result. Throw the weight overwhelm-
ingly on the side of conformity with the usage of
the community, and freshness and vitality flee
away, and the thing that has been goes on to be,
till the end of the chapter. Throw it overwhelm-
ingly on the side of the sharp projection of the
individual, and the resulting saliency strains, if
it does not break, those lines of junction with the
community which are the sine qua non of intel-
ligibility and acceptance.

The characteristic of revolt which we have just
fierussed has to do rather with form than with
.vuient. But the insurgent temper rebels against

areadbare themes, precisely as it repudiaires
w.--wpreVed expression. And here as thera_ it qeis
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for that element of precipitousness, as he calls it,
which gives its picturesqueness to the wicked
outer world. On the other hand, give us a pro-
tracted sojourn in the exotic and the alien, and
there descends upon us an overwhelming, even
passionate homesickness for the familiar. “Da
wo du nicht bist, da ist das Gliick” — that pi-
quant dictum holds the keys to @sthetic reac-
tions, as well as to the more homely human sort.
For deep in the paradoxical heart of all of us
is the perennial longing to be what we are not.
Jaded and oversophisticated denizens of towns
devote themselves to pastorals; Marie Antoinette
and her court play shepherds and shepherdesses at
the Trianon; Horace Walpole turns Strawberry
Hill into the fearful and wonderful thing that he
thought was Gothic; and the watchword of a
land of citiesis ‘“Back to the farm.” And all that,
I suppose, is the secret of the lure of the unknown,
which has exercised at times a more or less com-
pelling influence on poetry. The unexplored is,
for the moment, where we are n’t, and therefore
where, for the moment, we want to be. Let it
uce cease to be unknown, and paradox reasserts
teelf. and the glamour fades. But that comes
a:--r And one of the symptoms of revolt i
«w- & the appearance. side ~v «ide -with ite
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embryo of the later world. For there, on the sides
of the North, and especially in the unfathomable
East, were set down all the dreams the Middle
Ages ever dreamed — the shadowy and fabulous
Pentexoire, the land of Prester John, where the
medizval fancy revelled in the most engaging
set of marvels that even it conceived; the Castle
of Gog and Magog, just across from where Japan
now lies; not far from it, the Land of Femenye;
in easy reach of that, the Earthly Paradise itself
— and so on endlessly. And back along the mys-
terious trade routes, stretching dimly into Central
Asia, came bits of fact that were speedily meta-
morphosed into new marvels, until the maps with
their legends, and their accurately pictured gob-
lins and demons and monsters, became a verita-
ble repository of the illustrated fiction of their
day. All that in drab reality was not, received a
local habitation and a name to conjure with, just
across the frontiers of the known. And poetry
seized upon its opportunity, and what we have
seen in the classical romances, with their child-
like zest in the marvellous, is one of innumerable
embodiments of the same ineradicable tendency.

Then gradually the unknown East became fa-
miliar. And it is possible to watch the glamour
fading on the very maps themselves. John Speed,
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“perfumed like a flower, silent like death, dark
like a grave.” And I cannot serve my purpose
better than by quoting the unforgettable con-
tinuation of the passage, in which the Orient,
silent, impassive, and motionless, looks down in
the morning at the shipwrecked boats come up
from their tussle with the sea: ‘“And then I saw
the men of the East — they were looking at me.
The whole length of the jetty was full of people.
I saw brown, bronze, yellow faces, the black
eyes, the glitter, the color of an Eastern crowd.
And all these beings stared without a murmur,
without a sigh, without a movement. . . . Noth-
ing moved. The fronds of palms stood still
against the sky. Not a branch stirred along the
shore, and the brown roofs of hidden houses
peeped through the green foliage, through the
big leaves that hung shining and still like leaves
forged of heavy metal. This was the East of the
ancient navigators, so old, so mysterious, re-
splendent and sombre, living and unchanged,
full of danger and promise.” And that is the East
which has exercised its spell upon Occidental
soetry for centuries — on Goethe, and Riickert.

and Heine; on Flaubert, and Baudelaire 1o«

Santier; on Marlowe, and Byron, and now vy

-n tienlarly, on the poets who are writine + i
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with in quest of the illimitable. And that is why
a new and significant phase of the immemorial
Oriental influence is coming into English poetry.
And so far that is pure gain. If you or I happen to
prefer an East perfumed like a flower, silent like
death, dark like a grave, the East of the mystery
is still there. For in our rebellion against rebellion
we sometimes overlook the fact that poetic revo-
lution, unlike civilized warfare, leaves unmarred
the objects even of its deep antipathies. Mean-
while, it is as idle, in the present instance, to
quarrel with a predilection for the intense com-
pression of the hokku, for example, because its
sharp terseness does n’t loom vast and vague,
as it is to object to a squirrel because it’s not a
mountain:

If I cannot carry forests on my back,
Neither can you crack a nut.

And I strongly suspect that deftness and precision
are an asset of high value to poetry just now. At
all events, if the technique of Oriental verse en-
siches European poetry as the technique of the
Jriental graphic arts has enriched European
sainting, this particular excursion beyonr ri..
rounds of the familiar will not have beer « 1.
~agary  And in things like Mr Fletchar. Q...
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rather than to the perennial and universal. That
was the trend of the Symboliste movement in
France; it characterized the ‘“naughty nineties”
in England, and fin de siécle art in general; and
some of the very best of the poetry that is being
written now is moving in the same direction.
That means gain, I repeat without the slightest
hesitation. For the present tendency of poetry to
“quintessentialize,” as Henley called it, enriches,
without cavil, the interpretation of life through
art. But to grant that does not release us from
the endeavor to attain perspective; and looked
at in perspective, one or two salient facts stand
out.

There is, for one thing, a striking tendency of
latter-day revolt, which is a corollary of the phase
that we have been discussing. I have spoken of
the individual poet in his relation to the com-
munity by which he must be understood. But
the very term ‘‘community”’ is now ambiguous.
A community is a body of people bound together
by common interests and a common medium of
communication. And when poetry began, all
those to whom it was addressed had, as a matte-
of fact, all their interests virtually in commar.,
It what we’re pleased to call civilizativ <o
sr-wenandlvy modified the old coneeption 1.
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of reaction which found typical expression in
Baudelaire’s axiom: le beau est toujours bizarre.
“Fleurs du Mal” may not have been written
expressly d’étonner le bourgeois, but neither its
author nor any of the Symbolistes, nor Oscar
Wilde nor any of that circle, put far behind
his back the temptation to “shock the mid-
dle classes.” If the frisson nouveau, which was
to the elect a delicately titillating shudder, hap-
pened to set the teeth of the Philistines chatter-
ing in a convulsion, two goodly birds had been
killed with the same stone. Now it is obvious
that to stress to the limit the element of strange-
ness in beauty is at the same time to run a line of
cleavage sharply through the general commun-
ity. It is, in other words, to make the enjoyment
of poetry primarily an affair of the illuminati, or
the cognoscenti, or whatever other flattering unc-
tion we may turn into a name. ‘‘The beautiful,”
declared the Goncourts, *“is that which seems
abominable to uneducated eyes. The beautiful
s that which your mistress or your cook in-
stinctively finds hideous.” And that is the iney-
orahle logic of the recoil from the bav:l ro vne
uilré,

ot <13 grant at once that it is the cacex o
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artist is big enough and wise enough to build on
ground common to the masses and the coterie.
The finest and most exquisite art need make no
compromise whatever with the public taste. At
its height it transcends and transmutes that
taste; it responds, and in its response creates. If
this be error and upon me proved, then Dante,
and Chaucer, and Shakespeare, and Goethe
wrote amiss.

There is still another corollary of the individ-
ualistic bent of revolt. It is prone to insist on
being a law unto itself. Remy de Gourmont
characterizes Symbolisme as “individualism in
literature, liberty of art, abandonment of exist-
ing forms. ... The sole excuse,” he continues,
“which a man can have for writing is to write
down himself, to unveil for others the sort of
world which mirrors itself in his individual glass.
. . . He should create his own asthetics — and we
should admit as many @sthetics as there are original
minds, and judge them for what they are and
not for what they are not.” This is quoted in the
Preface to the 1916 “Imagist Anthology,” with
the remark: “In this sense the Imagists are the
iescendants of the Symbolistes; they are Ind:
sidualists.” And the Preface closes witt this
wmperate and disarming senfence: ¢ Ne .-
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aims, however successfully attained, fall ulti-
mately into place in a scheme of values. And that
adjustment of values comes about through no
individual critic or group of critics, but through
the relentless judgment of that community of
all the communities which persists undisturbed
through the waves and the billows of each suc-
cessive generation. Individualism in poetry is
worth having at all hazards. The hazards are
there, but the game is well worth the candle. Yet
we are not thereby called upon to abrogate the
standards of values that are fixed, not by you and
not by me, but by the taciturnity of time.

The peculiar separateness of recent insurgent
movements — to come back for a moment to the
concrete — appears in another and more curious
fact. Symbolisme in France during the eighties,
decadence (or what you will) in England in the
nineties, and now the ‘“New Poetry” of the pres-
ent decade on both sides of the water, have each
been convoyed to immortality by an extremely
active flotilla of little periodicals. In France there
were L’Hydropathe, Le Chat-Noir, Lutece, the
irst and second Vogue, La Revue Indépendent,
. Décadent, La Cravache, and Art et C-itipnie,

+ Fngland appeared The Yellow R ''ne
vy 1'he National Obserpor, The Tag.i-a
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Browning. It is’ true that the war drums throb
no longer as in the robust anathemas of Ritson,
and Percy, and Warton, when the critics clothed
their necks in thunder, and the poets pawed in
the valley; a slighter breed can scarcely hope to
draw Ulysses’ bow. But the electric amenities
that pass between artistic temperaments at dif-
ferent tensions still find free play. And there are
happy moments when the periodicals emulate
the practice of the late author of the “Way of
all Flesh”: “I am,” some of you will remember
Butler said, “the enfant terrible of literature and
science. If I cannot, and I know I cannot, get
the literary and scientific critics to give me a
shilling, I can, and I know I can, heave bricks
in the middle of them.” And bricks fly freely
across the embattled slopes of the new Parnas-
sus. Since, however, in the case of poetry insur-
gent, the critics are apt to be those béfes noires
of the inner circle, “the sterile professors,” the
contest is scarcely an even one. But in the main,
the revolutionists in poetry are quite the mild-
cst-mannered men that ever scuttled ship, or
-ut a throat. And the insurgent journals, from
‘he eighties on, have busily combined the func-

wnne of o sadfly and a star, stinging anc »eck-
«inax ~vitn the came facility. Abave al . » 1
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miliar of all the phenomena of revolt. The pre-
occupation of poetry with the exquisite and the
remote has more than once set up a sharp recoil
to the nudities and crudities of the sheerest nat-
uralism. Extreme breeds extreme, and in com-
pany with fiction and the drama, poetry plunges
like a falling star from the circle of the elect
to bury itself for a time in the contemplation
of characters who, in the words of Mr. Wells,
“crawl along drain pipes till they die.” And
then, when it tires (to paraphrase Huysmans)
of the great road so deeply dug out by Zola, it
rises again to trace the parallel pathway in the
air — ‘“now up, now doun, as boket in a welle.”

For art behaves uncommonly like the rest of
us:

... I’ve been three weeks [here] shut within my
mew,

A-painting for the great man, saints and saints

And saints again ...

Ouf! I leaned out of the window for fresh air.

There came a hurry of feet and little feet . . .

And a face that looked up . . . zooks, sir, flesh and
blood,

That’s all I’m made of! Into shreds it went,

Curtain and counterpane and coverlet —

and you know the rest. And Fra Lippo Lippi
has had many a follower. “Saints and saints and
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THE DICTION OF POETRY VERSUS POETIC DICTION

St. PETER admirably enjoins us to be ready al-
ways to give an answer to every man that asks
us areason for the faith that is in us, with meek-
ness and fear. And one of the greatest services
which the present insurgent movement is per-
forming is in sending us back to first principles,
in a salutary endeavor after such preparedness.
For it is a strong offensive that is on, and not all
the lines are holding. To take stock of resources,
accordingly, is more or less incumbent upon all

of us.
It is about some of the fundamentals of poetry
that the sharpest issues have been raised, and
we are bound, I think, to make an effort to reach
clearness. And in doing this I propose to abide
by the method of procedure we have so far fol-
‘owed. I am not primarily concerned with the
srecont movement pér se, but rather with the
«uportant questions which are being raised once
wure abart noetry itself. It is these larger poetic
o chan, in the light of what i< gning op
cay ket o nstiftane the suhiem L e e,
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awakens no more emotion than the binomial
theorem. To sum up what I am saying by using
myself a technical term, words in scientific prose
are used for their denotation. They must suggest
nothing beyond the rigorous exactitude of their
sense.

But in poetry the case is fundamentally dif-
ferent. For poetry, though it speaks to the intel-
lect, is directed equally to the emotions. And
that which scientific prose is bent on ruthlessly
excising — namely the suggestions, the connota-
tion of words — that constitutes in large degree
the very stuff with which the poet works. For
words stir our feelings, not through a precise de-
limitation of their sense, but through their envel-
oping atmosphere of associations. “Not poppy,
nor mandragora, Nor all the drowsy syrups of
the world” — read that, and the hovering as-
sociations merge and blend, and not one word
produces its effect through what a dictionary
can afford. ‘“We bring the hyacinth-violets,
sweet, bare, chill to the touch.” That is a bit
s Imagist verse, and “violets, sweet, bare, chill
‘o *he touch,” owes its clear and delicate beauty,
nni (0 the lucid exactness of the epithets alone,

+ »vep more to a composing ¢ ‘heir faint
s oS - anggestion iDtC N amrvessne e
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tion of words and their connotation. But in gen-
eral, the bare significance of words plays the
larger part in prose; their associations, an essen-
tial and sometimes a major part in poetry.

Now these facts are constantly- put upon
wrong inferences, and the conclusion drawn that
poetry has a peculiar diction of its own — that
‘“poetic” words, as we call them, must be some-
how different from the words of every-day prose.
They may be, or they may not be. And the whole
question of poetic diction has been confused by
isolating it from the fundamental facts of usage.
Let us see if the bringing together of a number
of these perfectly familiar facts may not conduce
to clearness.

Everybody has several vocabularies. Which is
merely saying in other words that each of us
belongs to a number of communities. We talk in
the bosom of our family in a way different from
that in which we discourse on state occasions.
I permit myself, in speaking to a body of stu-
dents with whom I have come to stand in fairly
close relations, a freedom in the use of collo-
quialisms which I should not indulge in, were I
reading a formal paper before a learned society.
The diction of a sermon is not quite that of
an after-dinner speech. Nor do people write for
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prose. And we shall have to consider the rela-
tion to poetry of both these outlying districts
of the general vocabulary. But it is the great
central tract of diction that is common to both
poetry and prose which must claim our attention
first. _

The very greatest effects of poetry are often
produced without the use of a single word which
might not be employed in ordinary speech.
What words in the following passages are not,
as words, equally at home in prose?

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!
Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,
And then is heard no more.

Fear no more the heat o’ the sun,
Nor the furious winter’s rages.

Brightness falls from the air;
Queens have died young and fair.

Had we never lov'd sae kindly,

Had we never lov’d sae blindly,

Never met — or never parted,

We had ne’er been broken-hearted.

But where the dead leaf fell, there did it rest.

And never lifted up a single stone.
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chief determining factor in prose; it is the first
which is powerfully operative in poetry.

Let us return for a moment, with this in mind,
to one or two of the passages already quoted.
Here is the tenth line of “Hyperion”: “But
where the dead leaf fell, there did it rest.” That
has been referred to (and I think justly) as “a
line almost as intense and full of the essence
of poetry as any line in our language.” Why?
Certainly not on account of any independent
poetical quality in a single one of its ten un-
impassioned and familiar monosyllables. It is
something else. What the line does is to resume
and gather up in one penetratingly simple de-
tail, the whole of that motionless, hueless, silent
landscape on which we have already dwelt; and
it is the imaginative intensity of the whole con-
ception which transforms every syllable of its
closing line. So Wordsworth’s: ‘“ And never lifted
up a single stone,” focuses in itself the stark
simplicity of the rustic tragedy of “Michael.”
And it is the same power of imbuing with
penctrating emotional cogency words which are
without distinction in themselves that finds su-
preme expression, times without number, in
Dante; as in the famous: “‘Quel giorno piu non
vi leggemmo avante’ — “That day they read in
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on general principles. "And there it stands, su-
perb in its resolution of Cleopatra’s trenchant
monosyllables:

Come, thou mortal wretch,

With thy sharp teeth this knot infrinsicate
Of life at once untie.

“Vitreous” is a prose word, if ever there was
one. Yet, listen!
Smile O voluptuous cool-breath’d earth!
Earth of the slumbering and liquid trees!
Earth of departed sunset — earth of the mountains
misty-topt!
Earth of the oitreous pour of the full moon just
tinged with blue!
Far-swooping elbow’d earth — rich apple-blossom’d
earth!
Smile, for your lover comes.

It would take a word of tougher fibre than even
‘“vitreous,” to withstand the amalgamating
power of such a context as that! And we might
illustrate endlessly. There are misguided souls
who think that a word like “scratch,” for ex-
ample, is unpoetic. In splendid isolation, I sup-
pose it is. But in poetry that is worthy of the
name there are no isolated words. Their sugges-
tions interpenetrate each other, and every word,
even ‘“scratch,” may take on, chameleon-like,
the colors of its fellows:
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And the other words need no bush. One thing
only is the matter with the quatrain. It is n’t
poetry at all. It is innocent of the slightest trace
of imaginative fusion. No stream whatever pulses
through it. And the words remain words — not
winged things, with “colors dipt in heaven.”

Set beside this another treatment of a similar
theme, this time by a philosopher who was a
poet too:

Thy summer voice, Musketaquit,

Repeats the music of the rain;

But sweeter rivers pulsing flit

Through thee, as thou through Concord Plain. ‘.

Thou in thy narrow banks art pent:

The stream I love unbounded goes

Through flood and sea and firmament;
Through light, through life, it forward flows.

I see the inundation sweet,
I hear the spending of the stream
Through years, through men, through nature fleet,
Through love and thought, through power
and dream.

Musketaquit, a goblin strong,

Of shard and flint makes jewels gay;
They lose their grief who hear his song, .
And where he winds is the day of day.

So forth and brighter fares my stream, —
Who drink it shall not thirst again;

No darkness stains its equal gleam,

And ages drop in it like rain.
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homely objects of daily use —it is needless more
than to suggest. That which gives to Hebrew
poetry, for instance, its depth and poignancy is
just this elemental quality in its words. The
large and simple and permanent objects and
elements of life — the eternal hills, the treasures
of the snow, rain coming down upon mown grass,
winds and all weathers, the rock in the desert,
still water in pasture lands and the sea that
roars and is troubled, sleep and the fleetingness
of dreams, the mystery of birth and death — all
the perennial, elemental processes of nature, all
the changing, yet abiding physiognomy of earth
and sky, were charged for psalmist and prophet
with spiritual significance, and woven into the .
very texture of their speech.

And a man shall be as an hiding place from the wind,
and a covert from the tempest; as rivers of water in a
dry place, as the shadow of a great rock in a weary land;
Thy righteousness is like the great mountains; thy
judgments are a great deep; He shall come down like
vain upon the mown grass: as showers that water the
rarth; Thou carriest them away as with a flood; they
are as a sleep; As a dream when one awaketh; so, O
"ord . .. thou shalt despise their image; As for man,
us days are as grass; as a flower of the field, so he
lanrisheth; for the wind passeth over it, an 't i« gone;

ha place thereof shall know it ng maor.
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of foreign, chiefly Latin origin, in which our con-
glomerate speech abounds. There is just so much
of truth in that as lies in the fact that the native
stock is peculiarly endowed with homely vigor,
and forthrightness, and vividness, and concrete-
ness, all of which are qualities of worth in poetry.
But other words than native words possess these
qualities, and they are not the only qualities of
poetry. For poetry is protean in its moods and
dispositions, and its diction changes with its
bents and its occasions, as yours does or mine.
And absolutely the only test of the poetic
quality of a word is its ability to hold its own
triumphantly in its particular poetic setting.

I suspect that the greatest poetry is, as a rule,
what Fitzgerald calls “a concise and simple way
of saying great things.” But all poets are not
concise and simple souls, and even the simplest
souls have complex moments. Moreover, the po-
tential of poetry, so to speak, shifts incessantly,
from the most impassioned lyric to the coldest,
keenest satire. Not even a poet can live perpet-
nally fat white heat without burning out. And

«rtainly no sane reader of poetry cares to glow
~ith emotion as o <teady regimen. Poe’s dor
vne 2! ey, as 1 mandate laid upan po-ie

e silexthle nature of things, v «mnr 1
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When to the sessions of sweet silent thought

I summon up remembrance of things past —
owes its certainly no less exquisite poetic qual-
ity to five words— “sessions,” “‘silent,” “sum-
mon,” “remembrance,” *past’ — which are of
Latin origin. And he would be rash, indeed, who
should say that one word was more poetic than
another in passages like these, where it is the
consummate balance of native and foreign-born,
monosyllable and polysyllable, that achieves the
miracle:

Magic casements, opening on the foam
Of perilous seas, in faéry lands forlorn.

Along the cool sequester’d vale of life
They kept the noiseless tenor of their way.

What is excellent,
As God lives, is permanent;
Hearts are dust, hearts’ loves remain.
The miracle can be achieved, to be sure, by bare
monosyllables alone:
Since there’s no help, come, let us kiss and part!
Nay, I have done; you get no more of me!
And I am glad, yea, glad with all my heart,
That thus 50 cleanly I myself can free.
“t.or~ are thirty-three monosyllables in sneces
aun,  ane. 1 gll fonr lines but twe »ards  hee
Ar - Cpem Rur,
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Imagine any single word of that in the “Ode to
the West Wind” or “La Belle Dame Sans
Merci”! There are, I know, ethereal spirits who
deny that “Don Juan” is poetry. From such I
must gently but firmly part company. A fugitive
and cloistered poetry that never at any time
heard the chimes at midnight, is ill-accommo-
dated to the uses of this world. * Dost thou think,
because [Milton, and Southey, and Wordsworth
are verbally] virtuous, there shall be no more
cakes and ale? Yes, by Saint Anne, and ginger
shall be hot i’ the mouth too,” for Chaucer, and
Burns, and Byron. And they will by no means
always employ ‘““a stately speech, Such as grave
Livers do in Scotland use, Religious men, who
give to God and man their dues.” Moreover, if
poetry chooses to discourse in slippered ease, it
may fall into colloquialisms with the best of us:
" Shut, shut the door, good John! fatigu’d, I said,

Tie up the knocker, say I’'m sick, I'm dead.

The Dog-star rages! nay 't is past a doubt,

All Bedlam, or Parnassus, is let out . ..

" A dire dilemmal either way I’'m sped,
If foes, they write, if friends, they read me dead . ..

All my demurs but double his attacks;
At last he whispers, “Do; and we go snacks.”

The diction of poetry includes every word
which poetry can use.
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any other words. The only question that we have
a right to raise, is that of their fitness to their
particular use. They are no more specifically
poetic, except in so far as they may carry richer
associations, than the current coin of speech.
“Words borrowed of antiquity,” says Ben Jon-
son, in those observations on style in the *Dis-
coveries,” whose every rift is packed with ore,
‘““do lend a kind of majesty to style; . . . for they
have the authority of years, and out of their in-
termission do win themselves a kind of gracelike
newness.” On the other hand, archaic words may
even be less poetically effective — as they cer-
tainly are, when they are intruded for their own
sake, or under a mistaken notion of their sanc-
tity. There are words which vie with Cleopatra
living: “Age cannot wither them, nor custom
stale Their infinite variety.” There are words
which are like Cleopatra dead: “Now she is
very old and dry and faded, With black bitumen
they have sealed up her mouth.” It is the poet’s
instinct that must determine which is which.
Spenser, of course, is the most notorious exam-
ple of over-indulgence in an archaic diction, and
many of you are familiar with the justification
of his practice in the Epistle Dedicatory to the
““Shepheardes Calender.” I shall quote but one of
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I said to Mary, as if putting a riddle, ‘What is
good for a bootless bene?’ To which with infinite
presence of mind, she answered, ‘A shoeless pea.’
It was the first joke she ever made.” Lamb
proceeds, it must be added, to apologize for his
levity on such an occasion, but I fear it was
warranted. Wordsworth, to be sure, condescends
to our weakness in the premises, for the poem
at once becomes a glossary:

“ What is good for a bootless bene?”
With these dark words begins my Tale;
And their meaning is, whence can comfort spring
When Prayer is of no avail?

But all archaisers are not so thoughtfull

Quite apart from intelligibility, however, the
congruity of the diction with the tone and spirit
of the individual poem constitutes the determin-
ing factor. Archaisms are of the very substance
of “The Ancient Mariner,” and “The Blessed
Damozel”’; they would strike a hopelessly jarring
note in “Bishop Blougram’s Apology,” or the
“Barrack Room Ballads.” If an archaic word is
ntelligible, and produces the effect which the
vuct wishes to produce, it is good poetic gold. On
‘ne other hand, Imagist poetry, for example, is
mene w senrnig away from any tinge ¢ arehaism
v vs Bimant necanse it i 2iMING N . aife-
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what he is willing to risk. If that which he is
writing demands the use of Dante’s “sieve for
noble words,” the newcomers will undoubtedly
sift through; their patent of nobility is not yet
conferred. If, on the other hand, he is writing
racily, or colloquially, or in lighter vein, they
may fit into his pattern. But in any case, he takes
his chances. If they remain at par or advance, he
wins; if they depreciate, his margin of safety is
wiped out. And there, I suppose, lies one of the
sweet uses of revolt. Your insurgent is adven-
turous, and takes the chances. He proposes the
new word (I am quoting Dryden) to be natu-
ralized, by using it himself; “and, if the public
approves of it, the bill passes.” As Meredith
declares, “poetic rashness of the right quality
enriches the language.” But (still to allow the
poets themselves to speak of what they know)
Ben Jonson shows the more excellent way. For
“the eldest of the present, and the newest of
the past language, is the best.”

So much for general principles. Let us see,
now, what happens when poetry labors under the
delusion that, to be poetic, it must get away
rom the basie elements of the general vocabu-
aev wo- youliar diction of its own  <hall g
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and Snout and the Lion in the *“Midsummer
Night’s Dream.” “To bring in a lion,” says Bot-
tom, “to bring in — God shield us! —a lion
among ladies, is a most dreadful thing; for there
is not a more fearful wild-fowl than your lion
living.” ““Therefore,” says Snout, ‘another pro-
logue must tell he is not a lion.” And so, for
the benefit of artistic sensibilities, in the poetry
we are considering, the lions roar as gently as
any sucking dove. The wind is softened to “the
trembling zephyr,” or ‘“the fragrant gale.”
Shakespeare’s “rude, imperious surge’ becomes
“the sprightly flood,” or ““swelling tide’’; a boot
is *““the shining leather that encased the imb™’; a
pipe is “the short tube that fumes beneath the
nose”’; negroes are ‘““ Afric’s sable progeny’’; bulls
are “monarchs of the brindled breed”’; pigs, ‘‘the
grunting, bristly kind’; sheep, “the soft, fearful
people.” Does one make coffee? “From silver
spouts the grateful liquors glide, While China’s
carth reccives the smoking tide.” Does one serve
fish and fowl? “From Darkin’s roosts the feath-
cred victims bleed, And Thames still wafts me
ocean’s scaly breed.” Are you blind of one eye?
“To one the fates the visual ray deny.”
“/Exa’sisle,” in Keats, ““was wondering at the
nont " Trancie Fawkes wapda i ‘aa: ke sranders
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But that is prose; here is poetic diction:

He ask’d refreshment from the limpid wave,
The milky beverage to the chief she gave.

Even periphrasis, apparently, could not lift but-
ter to the plane of poetry, and it remains un-
wept, unhonored, and unsung. But, you will say,
it is as patently disingenuous to single out
Francis Fawkes, as it would be to pitch upon the
veriest camp-follower of the New Poetry as the
abstract and brief chronicle of its procedure.
Very good. Let us move above the salt. And
now I shall set down, in antiphonal sequence, a
few verses of Isaiah, and Alexander Pope:

The glory of Lebanon shall be given unto it, the excel-
lency of Carmel and Sharon.

See lofty Lebanon his head advance,

See nodding forests on the mountains dance:
See spicy clouds from lowly Saron rise,

And Carmel’s flow’ry top perfumes the skies!

Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the
ears of the dcaf shall be unstopped.

He from thick films shall purge the visual ray,
And on the sightless eye-ball pour the day:

T is he th’ obstructed paths of sounds shall clear,
And bid new music charm th’ unfolding ear.

The sun shall be no more thy light by day; neither
for brightness shall the moon give light unto thee.

No more the rising Sun shall gild the mnrn,
Nar o= 1ing Cynthia il her gilvvar »arm






212 CONVENTION AND REVOLT IN POETRY

better of the boys with him, an ass that hath had many
a cudgel broken about his sides, and he fareth into the
deep crop, and wasteth it, while the boys smite him with
cudgels —

and so on. But Pope balks at “ass™:

As the slow beast, with heavy strength endued,
In some wide ficld by troops of boys pursued,
Though round his sides a wooden tempest rain,
Crops the tall harvest, and lays waste the plain;
Thick on his hide the hollow blows resound,

The patient animal maintains his ground.

Pope justifies himself on the ground that “a
translator owes so much to the taste of the age in
which he lives as not to make too great a compli-
ment to the former [age]; and this induced me to
omit the mention of the word ass in the transla-
tion.” May I give, in its full context, a passage
from one who was not induced to omit the men-
tion of the word ass?

Come, thou mortal wretch,
With thy sharp teeth this knot intrinsicate
Of life at once untie. Poor venomous fool,
Be angry, and despatch. O, couldst thou speak,
That I might hear thee call great Ceesar ass
Unpolicied!

Char. O castern star!

Cleo. Peace, peace!
Dost thou not sce my baby at my breast
That sucks the nurse asleep?

“ta ™ break! O, breal
ips ~pd - s 4 alm, A€ &n” as Qir g
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“a selection of language really used by men.” The
reasons for the tenets were, in part, quite wrong,
but the tenets themselves represent a sound and
healthy revolt against an affected and citified
diction, in which the sun never rose across open
fields, but “Sol thro’ white curtains shot a
tim’rous ray.”. In his recoil from the stilted,
however, Wordsworth pitched headlong into the
trivial, and in its rebellion against the artificially
poetic, his diction became the apotheosis of the
prosaic.
‘“Now, little Edward, say why so:
My little Edward, tell me why.” —

“I cannot tell, I do not know.” —
““Why, this is strange,” said I ...

At this, my boy hung down his head,

He blushed with shame, nor made reply;

And three times to the child I said,
“Why, Edward, tell me why?”

His head he raised — there was in sight,
It caught his eye, he saw it plain —
Upon the house-top, glittering bright,

A broad and gilded vane.

All the words in these famous stanzas from the
* Anecdote for Fathers” are susceptible of poetic
quality, but there is nothing present to infuse
therr with it. And hawring the form of poetry
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this extent, no more: his employment of his words
is not noble. The indictment lies, not against his
diction, but against its use. And that use is not
infrequently due to a defective sense of humor —
a perilous lack, when one is dealing with the po-
tential incongruities that lurk, malignly expect-
ant, in the associations of words. ‘I never wrote
anything with so much glee,” said Words-
worth of “The Idiot Boy.” It is precisely when
Wordsworth is most gleeful that he is most af-
flicting, for then his touch on words is never sure.
And that means Peter Bell, and Betty Foy, and
Goody Blake, and Harry Gill, and little Edward,
and the Blind Highland Boy who went to sea, not
in a bowl, but in
A household tub, like one of those
Which women use to wash their clothes.

And Wordsworth’s sense of values remained de-
fective, when, flying from Scylla to Charybdis,
he changed the tub to a turtle-shell —

A shell of ample size, and light
As the pearly car of Amphitrite,
That sportive dolphins drew.

And yet Wordsworth’s theory, stripped of the
limitations which he imposed upon it, was ab-
solutely sound. The diction of poetry was to be
< solectior T langnage really nced ' men.”
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And the most ancient heavens, through Thee, are
fresh and strong.

...tosend
Its own dcep quiet to restore our hearts.

For old, unhappy, far-off things,
"~ And battles long ago —

in all these, Wordsworth transcends, without
contravening, his theory. He employs the lan-
guage really used by men, but his employment is
now noble with a nobility attained only by the
greatest.

The pendulum, however, is always swinging,
and the Romanticists opened up new and vast
regions for poetry. And since they all had, to a
greater or less degree, that Hang zum Unbe-
grenzten — that penchant for the infinite —
which Goethe ascribed to Byron in particular,
the vocabulary of poetry increased enormously
its store of words of heightened emotional asso-
ciations, of vague splendors, of richly sensuous
suggestion. The diction of poetry became, with
notable exceptions, opulent, sumptuous, lavish,
rather than pointed, terse, concrete. And this
very opulence of the Romantic diction — at its
best, onc of the glories of English poetry —
tended t« 2onfnse the ‘ssne for the Romanticists’
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means confined. They merely happen to be the
most articulate among the groups. And their
tenets are both negative and positive.

Stevenson once wrote to Henry James:

My two aims may be described as:

Ist. War to the adjective.

2d. Death to the optic nerve.

Well, the two battle crics of the New Poetry, as
[ catch their echoes, are:

Ist. War on the cloquent.

2d. Death to the cliché.

“Take cloquence and wring its neck,” wrote
Verlaine in his “ Art poétique.” That might well
be the motto of the present movement, so far as
diction is concerned — that, and “A cliché is
worse than a crime.” And the time was undoubt-
edly ripe for just such a revolt. The pruning-
hook was needed, and though it is often used
by dreadfully inexpert and ruthless hands, the
stock is strong enough to stand it, and to
grow the more vigorously for the lopping. The
destructive trend of the reaction is of course
extreme, but revolutionary movements always
are extreme, and the inevitable counter-offensive
will win back whatever territory of value is for

“he moment lost. We may imperturbably possess
W ~wmlg "Nothing ic here fa. -ears, nnthing tn
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exact word, so understood, admits the utmost
flexibility of diction, while at the same time in-
sisting that each word shall carry, not any im-
pression, but the impression that is sought. If
the impression is one of splendor, then the splen-
did word is also the exact ‘word. The protest is
not, if I understand it, against this or that type
or class of words per se, but against the use of any
word solely for its adventitious values. That is in
accord with the consistent usage of the great
poets, and the Imagists are right in saying that
their contention is not new. The renewed em-
phasis upon it is none the less wholesome, in
spite of some obvious limitations and extremes
in practice. We shall return to the matter, for
the view under discussion is inextricably bound
up with the whole question of vers libre. In the
mcantime, two or three passages from very
recent poetry, Imagist and otherwise, may serve
to bring out its catholicity with respect to
diction. Here is a bit of Mr. Frost’s *After
Apple-Picking”:

My long two-pointed ladder’s sticking through
a tree

Toward heaven still,

And there’s a barrel that I did n’t fill

Beside it, and there may he two or three
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O Death,

Thou art an healing wind

That blowest over white flowers
A-tremble with dew;

Thou art a wind flowing

Over long leagues of lonely sea;

Thou art the dusk and the fragrance .. .
Thou art the silence of beauty,

And we look no more for the morning;
We yearn no more for the sun,

Since with thy white hands,

Death,

Thou crownest us with the pallid chaplets,
The slim colorless poppies

Which in thy garden alone

Softly thou gatherest.

And now still a third Imagist, Mr. John Gould
Fletcher:

Whirlpools of purple and gold,

Winds from the mountains of cinnebar,

Lacquered mandarin moments, palanquins swaying
and balancing

Amid the vermilion pavilions, against the jade
balustrades.

In the evening I listen to the wind’s lisping,

‘While the conflagrations of the sunset flicker and
clash behind me,

Flamboyant crenellations of glory amid the
charred ebony boles.

The new poetry, after all, is very like any

Juner poetry, in the a~tual words that it uses
from “S¢ taap that v aieke™ “~n° lamhayant
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crenellations.” Its insistence is upon the manner
of their use. And that involves questions that
will concern us later.

It is poetry, then, which, through its energizing ,
influence, gives to words poetic quality; it isnot | ,_
poetic diction which makes poetry. If this were
the truism that it seems to be, the critic’s occu-
pation would be gone.



VI

RHYME, METRE, AND VERS LIBRE

It is true, I fear, that most of us who talk about
the poet’s craft are innocent of experience in its
practice. “We never drank of Aganippe’s well;
Nor never did in shade of Tempe sit.”” Like
Mephistopheles’ philosopher in “Faust,” who
clucidates the mysteries of the weaver’s craft,
we’re capable of a luminous demonstration of
how the thing is done:

The scholars praise it, but Lord love ’em,
It has n't yet made weavers of "em!

And so I often find myself leaning strongly to-
wards a remark of Thomas Gray’s to Mason:
“You know I do not love, much less pique my-
sclf, on criticism, and think even a bad verse as
.good a thing or better than the best observation
that ever was made upon it.” Gray, to be sure,
had begun his letter by saying that he was “al-
most blind with a great cold,” and I’m inclined
to think that his dictum must therefore be taken
with a grain of allowance. But one may heartily
agree that even the germs of creative energy are
infinitely precious in a world where things are in
the sadd'» and ride mankind. and ane great verse
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Let us recognize, without delay, that neither
metre, in the strictest sense, nor rhyme, as we
apply the term, is essential o poetry as such.
Ilcbrew poctry, of course, had neither, and even
the oldest English poetry was based on a rhyth-
mic system other than that in usc to-day. We are
not concerned at the moment with their differ-
ences. For our immediate purpose, those are
entirely immaterial. The essential point is that
metrical forms are conventional, and therefore
rest, like all matters of usage, on acceptance.
They arc open to change as any convention is
open to change, and in the same way —namely,
by a slow and gradual consent to something else.
And the new thing will stand or fall according
as it docs or does not win its way into the
permanent acceptance of the great community of
rcaders, which moves together, if it move at all.
The issue rests with the thing and the public.
What you or I may say makes little difference.

Why say it, then? I confess that, like Words-
worth’s little Edward, I am sometimes hard put
to it for an answer. As I have already indicated,
I am something of a fatalist when it comes to
matters of convention. “But al shal passe that
wen prose or ryme; Take every man his turn, as
‘or his tyme = “hanear wae wig¢  rhar ba vrenta
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lation, ebbing and flowing with the rise and fall
of the emotion, controlled or unrestrained, that
gives it being. And it is that heightening of
rhythmic quality, whenever thought is deeply
touched with feeling, that characterizes elevated
prose.

In metrical verse, on the other hand, the
rhythm follows relatively fixed patterns. In reg-
ular English metres the line is the salient unit,
both to eye and ear, and the line is made up of
a limited number of groups of stressed and
unstressed syllables. Moreover, the number of
unaccented syllables that may accompany an
accented syllable is also limited. Beyond verse
made up of varying alternations of one accented
and one unaccented syllable, or of one accented
and two unaccented syllables, English metre
rarely goes. To state these obvious facts is to
admit at once that metrical verse imposes re-
strictions upon the freedom of ordinary speech
— which is merely to say in other words, that
verse is a convention of art, whose very essence
is restraint. It is contended, however, that this
particular restraint is unduly rigid. Rhythmic
utterance does not normally fall into units of
fixed length, nor does it group its syllables in-
evitably by twos and threes. The protest is
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the line, there is variety, but it is merely the
variety of your speech and mine, when charged
with emotion in varying degrees. Metrical verse,
that is not sheer doggerel, is built upon the
harmony of both. Behind the endlessly weaving
rhythms of the sentence cadences beats steadily,
in the best verse unobtrusively, the rhythm of
the line. In the hands of the artist, the rhythmic
cadences determined by the thought, or by the
breath, or both, flow around and through and in
the beat of the lines, but the beat of the lines is
there, like time in music. The freedom of regular
verse is the freedom of infinitely varied rhythms
thrown against a constant rhythmic background.
And the asthetic pleasure of such verse lies
largely in the conscious or unconscious rec-
ognition of unity in variety, of the fixed and
constant taken up into the movement of the
ever changing — in a word, in our inexhaustible
human delight in the known and expected, when
invested with the added charm of the unfore-
seen. The regular beat and the shifting rhythm
— neither alone, but the two together — these
constitute normal English verse. What free verse
would strike out, to anticipate for a moment, is
the recurrent rhythm of the line, Regular verse
ie the resultant of t-vn rhythn.. ntarwoven intg
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Yet that is what must be, if metre really does
impose itself as a restriction upon the larger free-
dom of rhythmic utterance. Of course it does not.
Ilere is what Shakespeare wrote:
With fairest flowers

While summer lasts and I live here, Fidele,

I'll sweeten thy sad grave. Thou shalt not lack

The flower that’s like thy face, pale primrose, nor

The azur’d harebell, like thy veins, no, nor

The leaf of eglantine, whom not to slander,
Out-sweeten’d not thy breath.

The metrical units are there, but they are taken
up into the larger rhythmic movement, to whose
variety they impart a basic unity.

Or let us take two passages from one poet — a
poet who is writing now, and who is catholic
enough to practice in both kinds. One is a fully
rhymed stanza in absolutely orthodox metre; the
other is in vers libre. 1 shall not, at the moment,
indicate which is which. Here is one.

I followed her for long,

With gazing eyes and stumbling feet.
I cared not where she led me,

My eyes were full of colors:

Saffrons, rubies, the yellows of beryls,
And the indigo-blue of quartz;
Flights of rose, layers of chrysoprase,
Points of orange, spirals of vermilion,

The spotted gold of tiger-lily petals,
The lond pink of Fairsting hydrangess,
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mits, to state the facts. And one fact that has
suffered temporary cclipse these days is the lib-
crty inherent in the type of verse which is popu-
larly supposed to cabin, crib, confine, bind in the
poct’s freedom of expression.

But metre imposes other checks on freedom.
Words in normal speech, we are told, neither are
so constructed in themselves, nor do they so fall
into relation with each other, as to marshal the
accented and unaccented syllables punctually
at the proper intervals for the genesis of metrical
feet. Yet the verse stress and the word stress
must correspond. We may n’t say “the fertile
plains of Mésopétamia,” though our rhythm cry
out for it ever so loud. If we keep the rhythm,
Mesopotamia must go overboard, and some such
makeshift as “the fertile plains that bérder 6n
the Tigris” must take its place. And “border on
the Tigris” may not be in the least what our
scheme of things demands. Moreover, if we keep
the words we want, we must often shift the order.
If I’'m writing in a certain metre, I may n’t say:
“When Porphyria glided in, she straight shut
out the cold and the storm.” I must say:

“When glided in Porphyria, straight
She shut the cold out and the storm.”
iranted at once bath eounte 9f “he irdictment
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trochaic, what you will — which carries through
as a metrical background. But half the time we
feel the norm merely as something which persists
through shifting variations from it. And the idea
of metre as a rigid locking up of rhythm into
set and stereotyped forms, is the offspring of
a priori notions, and not of the reading of great
verse itself. The hampering influence of metre
upon phrasal rhythm within the line has been
rather grossly exaggerated these days, in the in-
terest of a propaganda. Verse is not prose, let me
say again; but neither is it a lock-step.

When we come to the dislocation of the nor-
mal order of words which is laid at the door of
metrical neccessity, we find a similar overstate-
ment of the facts. Inversion undoubtedly occurs
with unnccessary frequency in some English
verse. “I have given up ‘Hyperion,””” wrote
Kealts; “there were too many Miltonic inversions
in it.” “I hate inversions,” declared Tennyson —
a statement which, I fear, will lead some of the
modernists forthwith to embrace them. The
plain fact is that, relatively speaking, inversion
in English verse is rare. Shifts in the position
of words and phrases for the sake of emphasis
are common — preciscly as we practice them
in prase. Rut *he decided tendernny nf English
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Welll 1f the Bard was weather-wise, who made
The grand old ballad of Sir Patrick Spence,
This night, so tranquil now, will not go hence

Unroused by winds.

O what can ail thee, knight-at-arms,
Alone and palely loitering?

The sedge is wither’d from the lake,
And no birds sing.

. . . for my purpose holds
To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths
Of all the western stars, until I die.
It may be that the gulfs will wash us down;
It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles,
And see the great Achilles, whom we knew.

Those are all as straightaway as your talk or
mine, and they represent normal English verse.
The contention that inversion is a necessity in-
herent in metre is a man of straw. That it is
sometimes the path of least resistance is clear
cnough, and poets, like the rest of us, often take
to their hurt the easy way. But that is rather the
fault of the poct than of his medium.

But, insist the protestants, even though we
grant all that, you are merely making the shoe
pinch at another point. To keep the metre and
avoid inversion still involves restriction, for we
are not thercby rclieved of the necessity of
rhoosing word< that f* tha line. = e limitatjop
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frcedom; and the triumphs of art have been
through its sovereign dealings with the intract-
able, “when the hard means rebel.” Let me con-
tinue my quotation:

O Poet, then, forbear

The loosely-sandalled verse,
Choose rather thou to wear

The buskin — straight and terse;

Leave to the tiro’s hand

The limp and shapeless style;
Sce that thy form demand

The labor of the file. ...

Paint, chisel, then, or write;
But, that the work surpass,
With the hard fashion fight, —

With the resisting mass.

Those are the words, not of a pedant or a peda-
gogue, but of Théophile Gautier. Let me set be-
side them — as artist’s, not schoolmaster’s wit-
ness again — a remark of Henry James from one
of those distilled prefaces of his. He is speaking
of the “charm of supreme difficulty” to the art-
ist: “To put all that is possible of one’s idea into
a form and compass that will contain and express
it only by delicate adjustments and an exquisite
chemistry, so that there will at the end be neither
a drop »f onc’s liquor lef* nor a bai~’< breadth of
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sameness with difference — the pleasure which,
in another fashion, metre itself affords. Let me
illustrate what I mean from an unrhymed poem.
The first line of Collins’s “Ode to Evening” is
this:
If aught of oaten stop, or pastoral song.
If, now, you do what I am certain Collins never
did — namely, write out the consonant sounds of
the line, you find a remarkable result. Here it is:
ftft (n) st prpst r(ds ng). The
same consonants are repeated in a sequence
which resembles a mathematical design. But
observe: the recurrences of identical consonants
are accompanied by totally diffcrent wvowel
sounds — by a vowel sequence, in fact, as re-
markable as the consonantal sequence, ranging
from the full open sound of “aught,” down
through “oat” and “‘stop,” to the lighter o in
“pastoral,” and up again in “song.” The music
of the line, in other words —
If aught of oaten stop, or pastoral song—

is due to the nice conjunction of recurring con-
sonants with subtly varying vowels. And if one
cares to see the difference between such an effect
and that of crass identity, one has mnlv ‘0 read
*he next line as Collins first ~Tote it

r... 1ape cangiva F ora - natk Thny,
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for its sound. And even so, his range of choice is
circumscribed by a purely accidental fact — the
number of rhyming words which actually exist.
Only a fanatic would deny that this constitutes
a definite restraint upon free choice, and nobody
that I know of does deny it. The poets them-
sclves have grumbled freely. Chaucer translates
thrce Balades of Oton de Granson, and ends
his envoy thus:
And eek to me it is a greet penaunce,
Sith rym in English hath swich scarsitee,

To folwe word by word the curiositee
Of Graunson, floure of hem that make in Fraunce.

I pass over reluctantly the battles royal that the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries waged on
. the subject, with Spenser and Gabriel Harvey,
Campion and Daniel, among the protagonists.
Dryden speaks of “the slavery of rhyme,” and of
“the close of that one syllable, which often con-
fines, and more often corrupts, the sense of all
the rest.” Gray characterizes lyric style in words:
which I wonder that the Imagists have not ap-
propriated as their motto: “ Extreme conciseness
of expression, yet pure, perspicuous, and musical.”
“This,” he goes on, “I have always aimed at,
and never could attain; the necessity of rhym-
ing is one great obstacle to it.”” Per rnnfra,
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especially if, to make a case, we levy on their
Juvenilia:
Memory! dear enchanter!
Why bring back to view

Dreams of youth, which banter
All that e’er was true?

That is Tennyson at the age of sixteen or so, and
“banter” dances to “enchanter’s” piping, since
“canter” was the sole alternative left open to the
drecams of youth. Keats’s trees sprout ““a shady
boon For simple sheep’” under the obvious com-
pulsion of the moon; and his solitary thinkings
“dodge Conception to the very bourne of hea-
ven,” because they can’t dodge ““lodge™ in the
preceding line. The Alps in “Childe Harold*’ are
endowed with scalps, since even Walker’s Lexi-
con could give no help. Marjorie Fleming’s divine
candor is shared by few of her fellow-craftsmen:

He was kill’'d by a cannon splinter

Quite in the middle of the winter,

(Perhaps it was not at that time,
But I can get no other rhyme).

Of course the difficulty puts adventurous spirits
on their mettle. Browning said he thought he
could make a rhyme for every word in the Eng-
lish language, and you may read in the Tenny-
son “Memoir” his forrrs dp fo ~¢ - apenserns
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That is not an offhand statement, but I must
confine myself for illustration to a single case in
point. In the sonnet “On first looking into
Chapman’s Homer,” Keats first wrote:
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told
That deep-brow’d Homer ruled as his demesne;

Yet could I never judge what men could mean,
Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold

Then the nine low words that crept in one dull
line: “Yet could I never judge what men could
mean” — gave place, under the compulsion of
the rhyme, to the splendid phrase which now
completes the figure:
Oft of one wide expanse had I been told
That deep-brow’d IHomer ruled as his demesne;

Yet did I never breathe its pure serene,
Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold.

That is onc instance out of hundreds, of the hap-
piness in words which rhyming often hits on,
which reason itself could not so prosperously be
delivered of.

In a word, poetry, regarded from the side of
its technique, is the moulding of language to ar-
tistic ends. It deals with the asthetic as well as
the significative values of words. In so far as the
two sets of values do not clash, rhyme enhances
that power of awakening delight whi~h verse
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aware that there are those who will reject my
major premise. If one prefer (as one may) De-
bussy to Beethoven, or Gauguin to Rembrandt,
one may, quite intelligibly, care little for firm
structural line in poetry. If we recognize at all,
however, that beauty of form which consists in
a sequence of balanced parts composing into an
ordered unity, we shall also recognize the con-
structive value of rhyme. It would be difficult
to imagine the superb cogency of the * Divine
Comedy” apart from the welding power of the
terza rima. And to pass to one of the briefest
and at the same time most flawless of all lyrics,
I shall ask you to observe not merely the music,
but also the synthesizing effect of the rhymes in
Goethe’s lincs:

Ueber allen Gipfeln

Ist Ruh;

In allen Wipfeln

Spiirest du

Kaum einen Hauch;

Die Vigelein schweigen im Walde.

Warte nur, balde
Ruhest du auch.

Rob that of its rhymes, and you obliterate its
very cssence. Or consider the first stanza at
which my “Oxford Book ~f Fnglish Verce® hap-
pens to mmen:
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It is, among other things, a frank revolt
against metrical conventions, and, like all insur-
gent tendencies, it is extreme. But it is also con-
structive, and it is experimenting in a genuinely
fruitful fashion. At its best, it is a serious attempt
to readjust the relations of content and form in
poetry, and as such it is worthy of the most re-
spectful consideration. At its worst, it is no more
absurd than scores of its predecessors, long since
embalmed among the curiosities of literature.
The movement'is neither a bogy nor an avatar.
It is merely part and parcel of the intellectual
ferment of our day — one more wave in the end-
less ebb and flow of action and reaction, the in-
finitesimal increments of which we call Progress.
And criticism has no cause to scoff, even though
it may not feel called upon to pray. To under-
stand, so far as possible, and to appraise are
more to the point.

But both understanding and appraisal are ex-
tremely difficult. For one thing, we are too close
for perspective. I have tried to establish a general
background, but even at that we are still in too
close proximity to the picture. Contemporary
judgments, pro or con, are notorious even among
time’s laughing-stocks. And one of the most
quintessential of time’s little irnnies is its trick
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aims, and I admire tremendously some things
that they have done. But I doubt the validity of
some of their assertions, and I do not wholly
share their implicit faith in their own methods,
or their pardonable family pride in all their off-
spring. I shall briefly indicate what seem to me
both gains and losses.

It is their metrical tenets that concern us now.
And it is not my purpose to discuss either the
origins or the history of vers libre. 1t is sufficient
to say that the present impulse comes primarily
from France; that it found, when it came, the
ground prepared for it in differing ways by
Arnold, and Whitman, and Henley, and others;
and that it has since passed, or is passing, both
directly and at second-hand, under the influence
of Greck, Chinese and Japanese, and even He-
brew poetry. Its history, in a word, is absolutely
typical of the procedure of English poetry from
the Middle Ages on, in that it represents the
grafting of foreign scions upon the native stock.
So far as its behavior in this respect is concerned,
it is maintaining the established traditions of
English poetry.

When one asks precisely what free verse is, the
answer is more difficult. Miss Amy Lowell has
been at more pains than anybody else tn define
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this is fundamental), is upon what has been else-
where called “the desire of verse to refurn upon
itself.”” The law of cadence, accordingly, if I un-
derstand it, applies to a balanced flow of free
rhythm, of which any given line is but a part.
The group of lines constitutes the unit, which is a
rhythmic movement returning upon itself, like
the swing of a balanced pendulum. Within that
swing, the lines move as the poet wills. The poem
‘““can be fast or slow, it may even jerk, but this
perfect swing it must have; even its jerks must
follow the central movement.” This summary
is, I belicve, a perfectly fair statement of the
insurgent position. It is not my own, except in
the sclection and arrangement of the excerpts,
and in that I have been scrupulously careful to
wrest nothing from its context.

Now this represents free verse as its serious
practitioners understand it. And it is with this
alone that I am concerned. The chopped-up
prose that goes by the same name is worth nei-
ther your time nor mine for critical considera-
tion. The genuine attempt to work out a new
artistic medium has suffered from the confusion,
and I am glad to emphasize the difference. I have
read most of the best and, led on by an unholy

"aqeingtinn, far more thar mv ~mntq f the o-aret,
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is here that they have freed themselves from a
partially real and partially supposed restraint.
The constituent elements of the strophic rhythm
nced not, as in regular verse, be uniform.
Where lics the gain? The answer to that in-
volves the other tenets of the movement. For
frce verse (and I am still speaking only of the
more artistic use of it) may not fairly be separated
from its content. The poets who use it insist that
they see the world in their own way, and they
have hit upon a medium which they believe
scrves best to record their impressions of what
they sce. And they have a right to ask, as they
do, that this fact be taken into account. How,
then, does the New Poetry envisage its world?
For one thing, it sets itself in sharp opposition
to what it calls “the cosmic poet,” who indulges
in vague generalitics, magnificent and sonorous,
about his universe. The new, especially the
Imagist poetry “concerns itself with man in his
proper relation to the universe, rather than asthe
lord and master of it.” The insurgent poets, as
one of them has put it, are children of a scientific
age. They know that man is not the centre of the
universe, and so they scrupulously refrain from
any attempt to impose their feelings upon things.
And one of their chief aims, accordingly, is the
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I do not believe that vers libre has nearly the ad-
vantage over metre that is claimed for it in the
choice of the mot juste. If it is merely a matter of
relative ease that is involved, I yield the point
at once. But ease in art is not a high desidera-
tum; we are concerned with the results. And over
against every example of the inevitable word in
unrhymed cadence (and the number is happily
large), may be set “exact ”” words, not single spies
but in battalions, from metrical verse. Given a
rich vocabulary and the artist’s sense for words,
and metre will interpose little or no obstacle to
the mot juste. The diction of Mr. Robinson and
Mr. Frost — to leave William Shakespeare and
a few others out of account — is quite as exact,
in the full Imagist sense of the term, as the dic-
tion of H. D. or Richard Aldington, and the
blank verse does n’t halt for it either. I am talk-
ing of artists, of course. Neither free verse will
save, nor metre damn, the others.

As for profit and loss, I have no hesitation in
saying that in my judgment the serious practi-
tioners of vers libre are making contributions of
genuine significance to English poetry. I also be-
lieve that over against this indebtedness must
be set certain definite abatements Teof 13 take
the rontrihutings first,
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critical scrutiny of the other side of the account.
And there are two points in particular which give
one pause. In the first place, the trend of recent
poetry towards what it calls externality, results
in the virtual exclusion of much that is no less the
stuff of creative art. I sympathize profoundly
with a poetry that does n’t make a pageant of
its bleeding heart, or that even declines to wear
its heart, bleeding or not, on its sleeve. But chil-
dren of a scientific and analytic age though we
may be, and however fruitful our exploiting of
the field of the external and the concrete, it still
remains true that we are children of more ages
than our own. Intellectually, the contention of
the New Poetry has some validity; with respect
to that which lies deeper than the intellectual —
I distrust the word, or I should say with respect
to the spiritual — the casc is not so clear. There
are still “exultations, agonies, And love, and
man’s unconquerable mind,” and no recoil from
the so-called “cosmic’ releases poetry from its
wrestlings with these, except to its grave loss. I
know that the poets insist that they are not ex-
cluded; that the concrete and the external are
merely, in their work, the medium through which
the informing spirit is expressed. In a measure
that is trme. But the medium itself is so allnring,
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freedom is felt as the freedom of arf, only when
it is exercised within restraint. The restraining
rhythms of the free verse strophe, to be sure, are
there, but they are themselves unrestrained, ex-
cept by an inner compulsion of their own. And
that compulsion is felt at all, it would seem, only
by the finer craftsmen of the genre. In the mass
of what answers to the name of free verse, the
““quality of return” is absent. In so far, then, as
the experiment keeps clearly before it the ineluc-
table necessity of a moulding form, even though
that form have not as yet received the sanction
of tradition, its warrant is secure. Its peril in this
direction lies in a tendency to obliterate the an-
cient landmarks between freedom and license.
And even at its best, in electing this peculiar
freedom of its own, vers libre has at the same
time made certain definite renunciations. For
by substituting rhythm alone for the fusion of
rhythm and metre in one, it has foregone the
great harmonic, orchestral effects of the older
verse. That it has a perfect right to do; but
the compensations which it has to offer must
be clear.

I do not wish to close without saying what in
my judgment is the thing that after all most de-
mapds exprossion. Far mare significant than the
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infrequent tone of irritating condescension, and
welcome, with no surrender of discrimination,
a fresh impulse — if this fraternity of interests
can be brought from Utopia to Earth, we may
look with some assurance for a genuine poetic
Renaissance.
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behold they are written in the second chapter
of Professor Gummere’s notable volume on the
“Beginnings of Poetry.” There you may read,
in racy summary, the arguments pro and con. I
have no desire, and there is no occasion, to ride
into the lists. All that need be said here is this:
We use the word “poetry,” as we use hundreds
of other words, in a loose as well as in a more rigid
sense. When we accord ourselves an entirely per-
missible latitude, we may say with Keats that
““the poetry of earth is never dead”; we may
assert with Blackie that ““to live poetry is always
better than to write it”; we may affirm with
perfect propriety and truth that all language is
poetry. But as a matter of usage merely, if we
speak of poetry without qualification or saving
clause, we are commonly understood to have
reference to both an imaginative and a rhythmic
use of speech. We do not, as a rule, include prose.

But we may not wisely whistle before we are
out of the woods. For prose may be rhythmic
too. And that brings us to the really fundamental
distinction — a distinction which, unlike the
other, has more than academic interest. The im-
portant contradistinction is not that of poetry

and prose, but the antithesis of prose and verse.
That aliminatas the com=nn farta=~ and reduces
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lation into the noble rhythms of surpassingly
perfect prose. It is not verse.

O eloquent, just, and mighty Death! whom none
could advise, thou hast persuaded; what none hath
dared, thou hast done; and whom all the world hath
flattered, thou only hast cast out of the world and de-
spised: thou hast drawn together all the far-stretched
greatness, all the pride, cruelty, and ambition of man,
and covered it all over with these two narrow words,
Hic jacel.

Raleigh’s apostrophe is majestic in its rhythm
beyond all but the greatest verse, but its ca-
dences are still the cadences of prose. No one
could possibly mistake it for anything else. Or
take the haunting close of Sir Thomas Browne’s
“Garden of Cyrus”:

Nor will the sweetest delight of Gardens afford much
comfort in Slecp, wherein the dullness of that Sense
shakes hands with delectable Odours; and though in
the bed of Cleopatra, can hardly with any delight raise
up the ghost of a Rose. . . . But who can be drowsie at
that hour which freed us from everlasting sleep? or have

slumbring thoughts at that time when Sleep itself must
end, and, as some conjecture, all shall awake again?

We may call that poetry, if we please; we should
never think of describing it as verse.

But these represent the uncertain glories of
the Elizabethan and Jacobean prose — the surg-
ing cadences which, after the reaction of the
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The gloaming came,

Silverly.

The dew glistened

On the fronds of the ferns,

In the cups of the moss.

The stars

Emerged delicately,

As the eyes of fawns

Shining through the green gloom
Of the forest . ..

A cool green freshness

Came into the air.

The stars

Were as wind-whirled fruit

Blown upward from the tree-tops.
The moon,

Full-orbed and with a pulse of flame,
Led a tide of soft light

Across the brown shores of the world . . .
A doe,

Heavy with fawn,

Lay down among the dewy fern,
And was at peace.

Here, with a stronger raythm, is Maurice Hew-

lett:

As he had seen her,

So he painted . ..

A grey, translucent sea

Laps silently

Upon a little creek

And, in the hush of a still dawn,

The myrtles and sedges or the water’s brim
Are niat
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appear in what we have just read? And that
still, rightly or wrongly, goes by the name of
prose.

I am not, let me say most emphatically, bring-
ing an indictment against vers libre, or secking to
filch from it its name. I am trying, as a somewhat
mystified admirer, to detect its specific differ-
ences. Metre is gone. Its cadences are cither the
cadences of rhylhmic prose, or they are not. If
they are not, some difference should be obvious
to the ear. What we have so far read does not
form a fair test, because for it the only standard of
comparison is our vague recollection of the gen-
eral effect of free verse rhythms. Let us put free
verse and modern rhythmic prose in immediate
juxtaposition. The ear is the sole judge. Beyond
the law of the strophic rhythm, we are told, free
verse has no absolute rules, since it would not be
“free” if it did. We are therefore compelled to
become empiricists.

Three years ago, I printed in the Nation a
bricf article called *“An Unacknowledged Imag-
ist.” In it I quoted a remark of Mr. Witter Byn-
ner’s: “ George Meredith has thousands of Imag-
ist poems incidental to each of his novels.”
Having obscrved this myself, not perhaps by
thousands, but at least by scores, it accurred to
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With the wings of an eagle
Poised outspread on the light.

The light of her face falls from its flower,
as a hyacinth,

hidden in a far valley,

perishes upon burnt grass.

The two fragments are alike beautiful; they are
alike strophic. But the first is from Meredith’s
“Sandra Belloni,” the second from a poem in
vers libre by H. D. Let us dwell for a moment on
two more faces:

He had a look

Superior to simple strength and grace:
The look

Of a great sky-bird

About to mount.

In your eyes

Smoulder the fallen roses of out-lived minutes,
And the perfume of your soul

Is vague and suffusing,

With the pungence of sealed spice-jars.

Both things of beauty in image and rhythm.
George Meredith’s is written as prose; Miss
Lowell’s as verse.

She had the secret

0Of lake waters under rorlk.

Unfathomable
“n ]Jimpjdness.
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Nor have they, indeed, any close affiliation with
Whitman’s verse. His elemental measures —
“brawny enough, and limber and full enough,”
as he himself described them — breathe deep,
whercas vers libre respires more lightly. The
giant’s swinging stride has passed, save for a
lumbering Titan here and there; and like Agag,
modern free verse walks delicately. It is rather
the exquisite craftsmanship of France than the
surging and orotund utterances of “Leaves of
Grass” that has given to free verse, alike in
England and America, its most distinctive quali-
tics.

The rhythms of vers libre in English, then, un-
less I am mistaken, are in large degree the
rhythms of a certain type of modern rhythmie
prose. But that is not an assertion that free verse
is prose. There are differences which set the one
off from the other. The prose from which I have
culled my excerpts does not maintain unbrokenly
the rhythms which I have shown it to possess.
If it did, we should certainly hesitate to call it
prose. The best free verse poems, on the other
hand, do maintain these rhythms consistently.
And that is an important difference: the rhythms
which are occasional in one are persistent in the
other. Moreaver, in prose like Meredith’s and






282 CONVENTION AND REVOLT IN POETRY

hour —we are shut up to two alternatives.
Either we must declare that free verse isn’t
verse, or our definition of verse must undergo
revision. The first is the simple and summary
way. The Queen in ‘““Alice in Wonderland” is
a singularly appealing character, and *‘off with
his head” is a happy issue out of all our critical
afflictions. But it is the primrose path. And I fear
we must turn our eyes regretfully from this ex-
peditious mode of settling criticism’s business,
and choose the more thorny way. But it is also
too soon to reconstruct our definitions. Free
verse is not yet out of the experimental stage,
and the artists who practice it have still the
artisans in their own craft to reckon with. For
Browning’s wish has at last come true:
I want to know a butcher paints,
A baker rhymes for his pursuit,

Candlestick-maker much acquaints
His soul with song.

The poetic world is already too safe for democ-
racy. And the daily prayer of free verse should
be for deliverance from the tender mercies of
misguided friends. But when the air is clear,
and the fittest have survived, criticism can then
no longer evade the issue. Definitions follow
facts ~f new facts are “iImmistakahly etahlichen
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outside itself, permits form to become at times
clusive. And being itself the child of a reaction,
it foregoes, as a matter of conscience, certain
possibilities, the abstention from which impov-
crishes it in one direction, while it is itself enrich-
ing poetry in another. In a word, just because
the movement is a revolt, it is still too largely
conditioned by its repugnances. That, as al-
ways is a passing phase. It is more important
to remember that the insurgents are also pi-
oneers.

If free verse puts us to our shifts to place it, the
so-called polyphonic prose comes near baffling
the attempt. But where the poet dares to go, the
critic must perforce gird up his loins and follow,
envying, though he may not emulate the vigor
and agility of his guides. One feels occasionally,
however, like the worthy Bottom trying to keep
up with Puck.

Polyphonic prose concerns us briefly here, be-
cause it is an endeavor, even more radical than
vers libre, to combine the functions of both prose
and verse. It was invented in France by M. Paul
Fort; Miss Lowell was the first to attempt it in
English; and she and Mr. John Gould Fletcher
are its chief exponents in its adopted tongue.
And since the new form is still in the plastic
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the one and the powerful conciseness of state-
ment of the other.” “Intense and concise grasp
of substance,” he points out, “is not enough; the
ear instinctively demands that this bare skeleton
be clothed fittingly with all the beautiful and
subtle orchestral qualities of assonance, allitera-
tion, rhyme, and return.” Free verse, that is,
lacks something which regular verse has, notably
“rhymed metrical patterns” and “orchestral
qualities.” I have said something to the same
effect myself, you may remember, but I do not
care to press the point. The new medium, then,
is to combine in prose the merits of both sorts of
verse. “IHere,” exclaims Mr. Fletcher, “are the
Beethoven symphonies, the Bach fugues, the
César Franck chorales, of poetry.”

Miss Lowell’s statement shuns flamboyancy,
and is plain and definite.! “The word ‘poly-

! For a still fuller discussion, printed since this paragraph
was written, sce the Preface to “Can Grande's Castle.” And the
achievement in ** Can Grande's Castle” itself challenges, through its
vividness and contagious zest in life and color, an unreluctant ad-
miration. But the vividness and the zest are native to Miss Low-
ell, whatever the vehicle of their expression, and certain obstinate
questionings of the medium, in two at least of its details, remain
as intractable as Banquo’s ghost. It is not, unless I am very much
mistaken, the elements of rhyme and metre in *“Can Grande's
Castle” which give to it its rare union of vigor and deftness, pre-
cision and flexibility, imaginative grasp and clarity of detail. Its
Jormal achievement lies rather, as I see it, in a remarkable exten-
sinn of the potentialities 1atant ip *h¢ mnvomant. nf frae -~arae And
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expression in the effort to make it perform the
functions of another. I am not forgetting that
we have been warned against misunderstanding.
“‘Polyphonic prose’ is not a prose form, although,
being printed as prose, many people have found
it difficult to understand this.” But even an intel-
ligent reader may be pardoned if he fails to un-
derstand that what is called prose and printed
as prose is yet not prose. It is alittle as if, your
name being Schwarzkopf, and your physiog-
nomy Teutonic, you should expect me to under-
stand that you were Irish. I am not flippant, but
genuinely anxious to make clear what seems to
me to be the crucial point involved.

That point is this. The legitimate expectation
with which we approach a given artistic medium
is something that the artist is compelled to
reckon with. We expect on the stage the make-up
and the costumes which would disconcert us, if
we met them on the street. Per contra, we should
be thrown out of our reckoning, and disturbed
in our enjoyment, if we saw on the stage faces
without the heightening of make-up, and in un-
assisted light. Now in the same way we approach
prose and verse respectively with perfectly defi-
nite and entirely different expectalions. We
rightlv oxpert. when wo anppreaclt wvarge, 9
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If it is felt that rhyme and metre must be kept,
as essential and distinguishing elements of the
medium, it is not, I think, straining a point to
suggest that both the name and the printing of
the new form be changed. The signals are set
wrong, and the more intelligent the reader, the
more violently he goes off the track.

But why, in sober sadness, should rhyme and
metre be retained? All which has been urged
against them by the adherents of free verse, ap-
plics with double force when they appear in a
medium which carries with it the associations of
prose. If rhyme and metre have no place in
verse, they have, bull or no bull, less place there.
And one is at once constrained to ask in addition:
If they are effective in polyphonic prose, why do
they cease to be effective when they appear in
verse?

I know that polyphonic prose, if I may quote
again, “usually holds no particular [rhythm)] for
long,” and that it is printed as prose ‘“for con-
venience, as it changes its character so often,
with every wave of emotion, in fact.” But it is
precisely that constant shift of gear, so to speak,
which disturbs us, and leaves us restless, rather
than poised for flight. Either metre alone or free
verse ot prose alone is surely capable nf keeping
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not blame me, but the English tongue.” And
with fervent fellow-feeling I echo Gray.

May I add, as a matter of more than mere
historical interest, that a very similar experiment
was in full swing in Shakespeare’s day? Lyly and
the Euphuists were experimenting in artificial
prose much as the polyphonists are to-day. And
they too indulged in rhyme, and assonance, and
balanced alliteration, and even metre: “The
foule toad hath a faire stone in his head, the fine
gold is found in the filthy earth”; “I will to
Athens, there to tosse my bookes, no more in
Naples to live with faire lookes”; “‘Then
wounded with griefe, hee sounded with weak-
nesse’’; “My tongue is too too base a Tryton to
eternize her praise, that thus upholdeth our
happy daies.” Time fails for more than these
shreds and patches. Euphuism ran its course and
died, not without its contribution to the flexibil-
ity of the English tongue. The present experi-
ment, which (despite its differences) is singularly
like the old in many ways, may find perhaps in
its extremes, if not a caveal, at least a caution.

Finally, so far as this phase of the subject is
concerned, the attempt to efface the boundaries
between prose and verse is symotomatic. It is
anlvy nne aspect of tpe _ ovaili endency to
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But with whatever augmented flexibility and
enhanced expressiveness, it is more than proba-
ble that prose will remain prose, verse verse,
music music, and color color, and that each will
revert, with whatever gains, to its own tech-
nique. So far as poetry is concerned (unless the
past can teach us nothing), it will lose little of
value, and it may in the end gain more, from the
present attempt to enlarge its possibilities.

Up to this point we have been dealing with the
dubious borderland between prose and verse, and
with recent adventures between the lines.{The
really serious incursions of prose upon poetry
(not merely this time upon verse) have been,
however, of a very different nature. So soon as
we stop to think, it is clear that prose has pre-
empted a lion’s share of the territory once held,
cither in sovereignty or on equal terms, by po-
etry. The drama, save for a few gallant leaders of
forlorn hopes, has surrendered unconditionally to
prose. The epic (and largely the drama itself) has
yiclded place to the novel, and the briefer nar-
rative in verse has retired before the ubiquitous
short story. The conquered regions are firmly
held and well administered, and it is useless to
reargue a seemingly adjudicated case. I am not
surc that poetry, without dispnseessing prose,
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acroplanes, dreadnaughts, and submarines; in a
stock exchange, a Wall Street, or a wheat pit;
and in every scientific marvel, and in the sono-
rous song of factories and railways.” It is with
such pronunciamentos as that in mind, I suspect,
that the moderate Imagist declaration proceeds
to qualify its doctrine of absolute freedom. “It
is not good art,” it continues, “to write badly
about acroplanes and automobiles; nor is it nec-
essarily bad art to write well about the past. We
believe passionately in the artistic value of mod-
ern life, but we wish to point out that there is
nothing so uninspiring nor so old-fashioned as an
acroplane of the year 1911.” And even the leader
of the English Vorticists remarks: “There is no
necessity to burn candles in front of your tele-
phone apparatus or motor car.” The issue, then,
is sharply joined between the two wings of the
Modernists themselves. And the question is one
of capital importance.

Let us strike at once to the heart of the matter.
What Thales and the Seven Sages thought and
wrote is matter of historical interest merely.
Sappho is contemporary with Rupert Brooke.
William Mason’s “Ode to Mr. Pinchbeck on his

ncewly invented patent Candle Snuffers,” pub-
lished in the notahla vear nt «.... Daclaratinn nf
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part and parcel of the loves, and hates, and
hopes, and fears of men, they are not plastic
stuff for art to work with. As objects, they are
outside the domain of art. “It is poetry’s job to
catch up,” says Mr. Ezra Pound, who was once
a poet. Perhaps; but when poetry has caught up
with a 1916 model, what doth it profit it in 19172
Things as things belong to prose. Even the purely
intellectual is interwoven with poetry at the
poet’s risk. The sections of *“In Memoriam®” that
deal with evolution were antiquated while Ten-
nyson was yet alive; and the contemporary sci-
ence in Dante, and Chaucer, and Ben Jonson, and
Milton is a stone of stumbling and a rock of of-
fence, except to those of us whom its elucidation
helps to live. So long as a scientific textbook is
obsolete in a decade or less, to poetize science is
to court mortality. Wordsworth was absolutely
right:

The remotest discoveries of the Chemist, the Bota-
nist, or Mineralogist, will be as proper objects of the
poct’s art as any upon which it can be employed, if the
time should ever come when these things shall be. ..
manifestly and palpably material to us as enjoying and
suflering beings.

“Material to us as enjoying and suffering be-
ings” — that is the clue through the labyrinth.
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with how the wheels go round. That is the privi-
lege of prose. Eighteenth-century poetry usurped
the prerogatives of prose at just this point, and
its débdcle offers food for thought, as poetry
stands again at the dividing of the ways. I wish
I might fill the next few pages with copious
extracts from King’s “Art of Cookery,” and
Garth’s “Dispensary,” and Grainger’s ‘Sugar-
Cane,” and Dyer’s “Fleece,” and Thomson’s
“Sickness,” and Green’s “The Spleen,” and
Dodsley’s “ Agriculture,” and Armstrong’s “ Art
of Preserving Health,” and Glover’s “London,
or the Progress of Commerce,” and a few other
like attempts to wring poetry out of the stuff
of prose. I1ere, instead, is a part of the Argument
to the third book of “The Sugar-Cane”:

“Hymn to the month of January, when crop begins.
Address. Planters have employment all the year round.
Planters should be pious. . . . Crop begun. Cane-cutting
described. Effects of music. Great care requisite in
feeding the mill. Humanity towards the maimed recom-
mended. . . . How to preserve the laths and mill-points
from sudden squalls. Address to the Sun, and praise of
Antigua. A cattle-mill described. Care of mules. Dis-
eases to which they are subject. . . . The necessity of a
strong clear fire, in boiling. Planters should always have
a spare set of vessels, because the iron furnaces are apt

to crack, and copper vessels to melt. The danger of

-hrowing cold water into a thorough-heatec mrnace,
“leanlinpsg and skimming well raranmmendad -
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O beware!
Nor trust, between the steel-cas’d cylinders,
The hand incautious: off the member snapt
Thou'lt ever rue; sad spectacle of woel

Let me set over against that a poem which is
not great, but which offers an illuminating con-
trast — Charles Tennyson-Turner’s sonnet on
the “Steam Threshing-Machine with the Straw-
Carrier”:

Flush with the pond the lurid furnace burn’d
At eve, while smoke and vapour fill'd the yard;
The gloomy winter sky was dimly starr’d,

The fly-wheel with a mellow murmur turn’d;

While, ever rising on its mystic stair

In the dim light, from secret chambers borne,
The straw of harvest, sever’d from the corn,
Climb’d, and fell over, in the murky air.

I thought of mind and matter, will and law,
And then of him, who set his stately seal

Of Roman words on all the forms he saw

Of old-world husbandry: I could but feel
With what a rich precision he would draw
The endless ladder, and the booming wheel!

I have quotcd that partly for its own sake — for
its fusion of pictorial power and imaginative sug-
gestion; partly for the sake of its reference to the
“Georgics.” For in the “Georgics,” Virgil has
dealt with implements and utensils in the one
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Ship-joining, dock-building, fish-curing, flagging of side-
walks by flaggers,

The pump, the pile-driver, the great derrick, the coal-
kiln and brick-kiln —

and on through more than a full page of cata-

logue, including:

Beef on the butcher’s stall, the slaughter-house of the
butcher, the butcher in his killing clothes,

The pens of live pork, the killing-hammer, the hog-
hook, the scalder’s tub, gutting, the cutter's

cleaver, the packer’s maul, and the plenteous
winterwork of pork-packing.

And then he concludes:

These shows all near you by day and night — work-
men! whoever you are, your daily life! . . .

In them realitics for you and me, in them poems for
youand me...

In them the development good —in them all themes,
hints, possibilities.

Nothing could be more profoundly true than
that. In things arec poems and possibilities, but
the things themselves are neither. I believe that
poetry has a great and supremely difficult adven-
ture before it, in the interpretation of the life
immediately about it, with the complex and tyr-
annous machinery in which it is involved. The

pocts recognize to the full the greatness of the
task- its almnct inenrmonntahle diffionltiee they
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true child of her time, as well as a courteous lady,
when she replied in her next letter: “By my
faith, if what you wrote stretched out as long as
the ‘Romance of the Rose’ or the ‘Lancelot,
it would not bore me in the least.” Now the “Ro-
mance of the Rose” reached 22,814 lines, and
there is one version of the “Lancelot® of which
the fragment that survives extends beyond its
forty-seven thousandth line! Nor must we forget
the account which Froissart gives in *‘ Le Dit dou
Florin” of how in the winter of 1388, night after
night, in rain or wind, he went from his inn to
the castle of Gaston Phébus, Count of Foix, and
there in the brightly lighted room where supper
was spread, read aloud, night after night, for ten
mortal wecks, six before Christmas and four
after, his own interminable romance, the “Méli-
ador.” And Gaston Phébus — witness his treat-
ment of his little son—was not a naturally
patient person. One recalls, moreover, that Des-
champs had begun on the thirteenth thousand
of his lines on marriage when death stayed his
hand.

Of course our less remote ancestors are a close
second in endurance. The ten volumes of Mlle.
de Scudéry’s “Le Grand Cyrus” ran to 6679
pages. and the rest ~f the hernir rrmanres kept
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it is as easy to write verse (especially free verse)
badly, as it is difficult to write it well, the total
impression of recent poetry is apt to be that of a
thing of shreds and patches.

For the great danger ahead of poetry, when it
is primarily interested in the recording of sensu-
ous impressions, is that it ccase to think. I trust
I have madec it clear that I should regard po-
ctry which embodied thought alone, as prose in
the disguise of verse. But however feeling may
render plastic the stuff of poetry, the poem, if it
be worthy of the name, is forged in the brain.
What I feel about the ruck of recent verse, es-
pecially as it ebbs and flows by the moon through
the monthly periodicals, is that its writers have
thought nothing through, and least of all a poem.
I could read you by the score, from the mass
of recent verse, impressions, often beautifully
phrased, which as poems have neither begin-
ning nor middle nor end. If one could but feel
that they were preliminary studies, like Rem-
brandt’s or Leconardo’s sketches, one might
gladly rest content. But they are not. They are
fondly regarded as finished works themselves.
And so we get the disjecti membra poete — as if
the poet had been hit and scattered into crystal
iragments hv @ homb. ar had heen. at hest, ant
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their will upon the phantasmagoria of images
which they evoke. The others shed impressions
as a cat sheds hairs.

Is poetry, then, going to the wall? Far from it,
I should say. Since we happen at the present
moment to be alive, however, we get the bad
contemporary verse together with the good. And
since quantitatively the bad is in excess, the ef-
fect is rather overwhelming. What we overlook
is the fact that every previous generation has
gone through the same experience. The only dif-
ference is that their bad verse is safely dead and
decently interred. Ours is n't — yet! By and by
it will be, and the happy lecturer a hundred
years from now will find the house swept and
garnished, and will have the simple task of dis-
coursing on the ecarly-twentieth-century classics.
But I shall not anticipate his list!
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English language which have their counterparts
in English poetry. In each there is the directness
and the virility of the native stock; in each the
flexibility that comes from an unrivalled power
of assimilation. But through all the influences
and agencies from without, in speech and poetry
alike, the stock persists; and be the influence
French, or Italian, or Spanish, or what not, the
resultant is none of these, but English. It is this
persistent native strain, with all its imperfections
on its head, to which we may now come.

Let me illustrate the qualities that I have
particularly in mind. Here is a paragraph from
Malory’s “Morte Darthur”:

And as the king lay in his cabin in the ship, he fell
in a slumbering, and dreamed a marvellous dream:
him scemed that a dreadful dragon did drown much of
his people, and he came flying out of the west, and
his head was enamelled with azure, and his shoulders
shone as gold, his belly like mails of a marvellous hue,
his tail full of tatters, his feet full of fine sable, and his
claws like fine gold; and an hideous flame of fire flew
out of his mouth, like as the land and water had flamed
all of fire. After him seemed there came out of the orient
a grimly boar all black in a cloud, and his paws as big
as a post; he was rugged looking roughly, he was the
foulest beast that ever man saw, he roared and romed
s0 hideously that it were marvel to hear. Then the
dreadful dragon advanced him, and came in the wind
like a falcon. giving graat strokes "n the hrar apd the
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with enamels and cameos, than with men and
their affairs. They deal with action rather than
with objects; they are dynamic rather than sta-
tic; they do not leave the brain idle while they
seek to touch the heart, or titillate the sense.
The poets whom I have particularly in mind —
Chaucer, Ben Jonson, Dryden, Samuel Johnson,
Burns, Scott, Byron, Henley, and their line —
looked on life as what we call nowadays “a man’s
job,” and they looked with masculine eyes. That
implies limitations without doubt. The qualities
that we name feminine are apt to be present in
fusion with the so-called masculine in all the
greatest art. And exquisiteness, and delicacy,
and charm go hand in hand with vigor, and raci-
ness, and even coarseness in some of the poets
whom I have named. The two points on which
I am intent are these: the English tradition in-
cludes a magnificently virile strain; and that
strain shows itself chiefly in poetry that takes
for its province the actions of men.

Let me say at once that it is not a question
of admiring either robustness or delicacy to the
exclusion of the other. It is not even a matter
of being happy with cither, were tother away.
Catholicity of taste is still, even in these days of
partisan politics in poetry, at once desirable and
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Drink to me only with thine eyes,
And I will pledge with mine;

Or leave a kiss but in the cup,
And I'll not look for wine.

The thirst that from the soul doth rise
Doth ask a drink divine;

But might I of Jove’s nectar sup,
I would not change for thine.

The thing we may regret is that the masculine
vigor of the one is somewhat in abeyance in
English poectry to-day.

I suspect that is due in part to a fact which
has met us elsewhere. Prose has taken over, in
the drama, and the novel, and the short story,
that portion of the field of poetry which once
claimed as its own men and action and affairs.
The tradition has not lapsed; it has been diverted
from poetry to prose. And however great the
gain for the one, the loss has been indubitable
for the other. I suppose that if Chaucer had lived
to-day, he would have written prose fiction. If
he had, many a brow would now be looking to
its laurels. Nevertheless, literature would prob-
ably have becn on the whole the poorer. For the
form of the “Canterbury Tales” has given them
an immortality which prose could scarcely con-
fer — precisely as the swiftness and vividness
and verve of “Tam o’Shanter ™ find their inevit-
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cance lies in its amazing popularity — a vogue
which means, unless I am much mistaken, that
the readers of poetry are ready, even eager, to
welcome once more in verse the actions and the
lives of men. That is, and always has been, and
presumably will always be, the deepest and most
abiding human interest. And if ever a time was
ripe for its return, that time is now.

Let us look at another closely related element
of the tradition. English poetry has been in
large measure a poetry of ideas, and that has
been both its glory and, on occasion, its undoing.

It has been its glory, because the great poets
have always recognized that we do not cease to
think, even when we also feel profoundly, or
exert imaginative energy. There is, to be sure, a
fantastic notion abroad these days that thought,
whatever other excellence it may possess, is not
a thing of beauty, and therefore is taboo for po-
ctry. Now I grant at once that poetry’s first con-
cern, yesterday, to-day, and in secula seculorum,
is beauty. And pure ratiocination, where the
intellect works cold and aloof in dry light, what-
ever may be its austere and remote beauty of
another sort, is not as such the stuff of poetry. Its
results may be; its own fit medium of expression,
as unaccommodated thought, is nrose. But if
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Cheer your heart.

Be you not troubled with the time, which drives

O’er your content these strong necessities;

But let determin’d things to destiny

Hold unbewail’d their way.
“The time, which drives O’er your content these
strong necessities” — there in one phrase is the
burden of this tragic year of our Lord, which has
just dawned upon the planet.! And in the rest of
it: “But let determin’d things to destiny Hold
unbewail’d their way” — is not only the spirit of
“what’s brave, what’s noble, Let’s do it after
the high Roman fashion,” but, stern and austere
in its simplicity, the ultimate formulation of the
spirit with which, by millions, the supreme trag-
edy is being met to-day. And I submit that a
thought so imperishably phrased that it sums up
not only the cataclysm of a world, but also the
stoic and indomitable temper that endures it, is
of at least as much worth as the embodiment of
a sensuous impression, however exquisite. That
has its place, and it is high, but it is not the soli-
tary peak of poetry.

The poct, then, cannot think too deeply, if he

thinks through the imagination, which gives to
thought its wings. Without that, ideas are out of

1 1 have allowed these lines to stand as they were written in
January, 1918.
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tiously reached, at least it does n’t know it’s
hurt, and it even may and sometimes does ex-
pericnce a new delight in the unasked for and
involuntary exercise of its intelligence. And any-
way, neither they nor we get all of what a great
poem has to give. For when thought invests
itself in imaginative beauty, it becomes, by the
miracle which we call genius, inexhaustible.
Now the great tradition in poetry has always
offered ungrudging hospitality to ideas, and that,
as I have said, has been one of its glories. It has
been more than once its evil genius, too. For
the intellectual element in poetry must be com-
pletely permeated with imagination and fused
with feeling, if it is not to mar where it should
make. And that supreme and difficult interpene-
tration has by no means always been achieved.
Much of the work of some of the greatest has
been vitiated by thinking, unassimilated to the
incxorable demands of art. I shall not reiterate
what has been said a hundred times about Donne,
and Wordsworth, and Browning, and Shelley,
and Meredith, for example — five shining and
imperishable names. Each, in his way, exempli-
fics the peril that besets a highly gifted poetic
nature, when at bad moments thought inhibits
imaginatior. instead f heing transfmsed and
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lish tradition has steered a course not without
lapses down the wrong side of the ridge, with
respect to one vitally important matter. Is it
poetry’s business to feach ? There is perhaps no
single interrogation which sets so swiftly the
storm signals flying. And there is probably no
answer which will command universal assent.
The poetic tradition is itself ambiguous, but we
can at least discriminate. .

There is native to our Anglo-Saxon- blood a
distinctly didactic, even homiletic, strain. Cole-
ridge once said to Lamb, “I believe, Charles,
you never heard me preach.” “My dear fellow,”
replied Lamb, “I never heard you do anything
clse.” And it is one of our racial traits to point a
moral even while we adorn a tale.

O Recader! hast thou ever stood to see
The Holly Tree?

The eye that contemplates it well perceives
Its glossy leaves

Order’d by an intelligence so wise

As might confound the Atheist’s sophistries.

I love to view these things with curious eyes,
And moralise:
And in this wisdom of the Holly Tree
Can emblems see
Wherewith perchance to make a pleasant rhyme,
One which may profit in the after time.
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chief fault, if I might say so, was the obtrusion of
the moral sentiment so openly on the reader as
a principle or cause of action in a work of such
pure imagination. It ought to have had no more
moral than the Arabian Nights’ tale of the mer-
chant’s sitting down to eat dates by the side of
a well, and throwing the shells aside, and lo! a
genie starts up, and says he must kill the afore-
said merchant, because one of the date shells had,
it seems, put out the eye of the genie’s son.”

It was Coleridge rather than Mrs. Barbauld
who was right. Yet even here we must discrimi-
nate. For the poem offers a striking example of
ethical values employed both as art may, and
also as art may not, employ them. The *“ Ancient
Mariner,” to a degree surpassed in the case of
few other poems in English, is a work of sheer
imagination. It is absolutely in keeping with that
fact that it should have a firm yet flexible frame-
work. And it has. It is not inconsistent with its
imaginative quality that the framework, if one
plots it, looks like the bare bones of a sermon —
Crime; Punishment: (a) for oneself, (b) for the
innocent; Penitence, and the Burden falls; Pen-
ance; Absolution; A New Life. Happily one
does n’t plot it, unless one is out (as I am at the
moment) for that sort of game As ane raads the
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thing shall breed the thought.” ““To instruct
delightfully,” says Dryden, following Sir Philip
Sydney, “is the general end of all poetry. Philos-
ophy instructs, but it performs its work by pre-
cept, which is not delightful, or not so delightful
as example.” Browning and Dryden are at one;
the poet’s business is not with precept. The
teacher’s and the preacher’s is — though not
so much, I shrewdly suspect, as they suppose.
Poetry does not teach us, but it allows us to be
taught, as life and the universe permit us, if we
will, to learn. The poet’s sense of ethical values,
if he has it, may communicate itself to us, as
Shakespeare’s does, implicitly, without the in-
trusion of a moral sentiment. “We hate poetry,”
wrote Keats, “that has a palpable design upon
us. . . . Poetry should be great and unobtru-
sive,” he goes on, “a thing which enters into
one’s soul, and does not startle it or amaze it
with itself —but with its subject.” So soon as
he moralizes, the poet has abdicated his throne.

Once more, the end of art is the disclosure of
beauty. But the great tradition of English poetry
is sound in its steadfast insistence that beauty is
latent in actions and ideas, and may be present
cven when actions and ideas have ethical quality.
I believe profoundly in the dnctrine of art for
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tradition, with its emphasis on content, has too
often led its followers astray. Didacticism in
poetry is high scriousness turned wrong side out.
And what one gets as a result is suggestive of
Stevenson’s malign but alluring reference to
George Eliot as ““a high, but (may we not add?)
a rather dry lady.” Nor is it, perhaps, without
significance that most of the poets who have thus
offended have becn, in varying degrees, devoid
of humor. For didacticism and a sense of humor
are mutually exclusive qualities. And that sug-
gests the saving grace.

For through the high gift of humor and the
resultant power of detachment, English poetry
has been enriched with a long series of magnifi-
cently unmoral embodiments of moral reprehen-
sibility. I decline, respectfully but firmly, to split
hairs over the question of casuistry involved in
that deliberate paradox. What I wish to say is
this. Any poetic tradition is fairly secure, in the
final audit, against the charge of surrender to the
didactic, which can set over against the worst that
Southey, and Wordsworth, and Martin Tupper,
and Felicia Hemans at their worst can do, the
Pandar of “Troilus and Creseyde,” and the Wife
of Bath and all the engaging rascals of the “Can-
terbury Talec ” and Falstaff, and Clennatra, gnd
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a major poet relaxes his fibre and admits it. For
English poetry — and here alas! it cannot throw
stones from its glass house at Germany —is
sometimes sentimental. One of the most delect-
able articles I know is a paper in the ‘“‘Essays
and Studies” by members of the English Associ-
ation, cntitled “Some Suggestions about Bad
Poctry.” I commend it to the Imagists as an
arsenal of weapons, and to the non-combatant
reader as a Pill to Purge Melancholy. Now senti-
mentality is at its worst in verse, when emotion
flows over a theme, vague, and hazy, and amor-
phous, with the non-inebriating quality of warm
tea. It is the sort of thing that in its earlier days
revelled (as Miss Sichel notes in the article re-
ferred to) in “Lines to Cherokees,” and “‘QOdes
on the Sentiments of Young Indians at Sunrise.”
“There is nothing,” she proceeds, “that cannot
be imagined by people of no imagination, and
the emotions of colored races on large natural
phenomena admit of any amount of woolly
thoughts, facile emotions, and false possibilities.
Perhaps,” she continues, “this is the reason why
this era can boast more minor poetesses than any
other.” If the thing were confined to musings on
the emotional reactions of the untutored but
sensitive savage, it would not be so bad. But
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and turning her eyes whence it came, she saw M. Armand.
She blushed and laid down the lute, which he instantly
took up, and with a tremulous hand drew forth tones

‘ That might create a soul under the ribs of Death.”

In a melodious voice, that trembled with sensibility, he

sang the following sonnet.

We may also pass over the sonnet, which led

M. Armand to burst into tears, and come to the

sunset in the next chapter. As she observed it,
Adecline, resigning herself to the luxury of sweet and

tender emotions, repeated the following lines.

All that we need of the lines is their closing
couplet:

So sweet! so tranquil! may my evening ray
Set to this world — and rise in future day.

After which:

Adecline quitted the heights, and followed a ‘marrow
path that wound to the beach below: her mind was now
particularly sensible to fine impressions, and the sweet
notes of the nightingale, amid the stillness of the woods,
again awakened her enthusiasm.

And the poem “To the Nightingale” ends:

Then hail, sweet bird! and hail thy pensive tear
To taste, to fancy, and to virtue dear!

Now Adeline’s prompt responsiveness to stim-
ulus is typical. Yanr sentimentalist. if ¥ mayv visk
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clarifying, ordering, moulding, filing, and re-
filing them. The sentimentalist is often enough
extremely irritable, in Lewes’s sense; he is never
steadfastly imperial. Impressions flow through
him and drop on us. “To sit as a passive bucket
and be pumped into,” says Carlyle of Coleridge’s
talk, “can in the long run be exhilarating to no
creature, how eloquent soever the flood of utter
ance that is descending.” And poetry which bathes
us in lukewarm emotion is not toughening to the
spiritual fibre.

I wish we could think that such poetry has
sometimes a certain value as a sort of propse-
deutic for the primary grades. The heart of the
crowd is undoubtedly a thing of vague, inchoate
yearnings to be touched. It may be more or less
distressing, but it is none the less significant,
that it is the sentimental doggerel sung by two
lovers in the spotlight during every comic opera
that draws the most heartfelt and continuous
applause. And on a little higher plane, we know
the audience that has tears to shed, and throngs
to shed them, over “Camille,” and the *“Music-
Master.” And there are also gospel hymns. If
one could belicve that the fondness for the senti-
mental song were the protoplasm of a liking for
“Tristan and Isolde,” and that the far-off interest
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“ Life of Sterling”: “As to song so-called ... we
will talk of that a couple of centuries hence, when
things are calmer again. Homer shall be thrice
welcome; but only when Troy is faken: alas,
while the siege lasts and battle’s fury rages
everywhere, what can I do with Homer?” That
comes home with pitiless directness to any one
who ventures to talk of poetry to-day.

And yet if poetry is, as I believe it to be, not
merely an ornament that graces life, but an inti-
mate reading and record of life, as life strives to
catch and fix in form the endless flux in which it
moves — if poetry is life itself, reaching out
creatively after the permanence of beauty —
then poetry is worthy of consideration now.
Shelley wrote in his ‘ Defence of Poetry” these
profoundly suggestive words:

We want the creative faculty to imagine that which
we know; we want the gencrous impulse to act that
which we imagine; we want the poetry of life: our cal-
culations have outrun conception; we have eaten more
than we can digest. The cultivation of those sciences
which have enlarged the limits of the empire of man
over the external world, has, for want of the poetical
faculty, proportionally circumscribed those of the in-
ternal world; and man, having enslaved the elements,
remains himself a slave. . . .

The cultivation of poetry is never more to be desired
than gt perinds vhen, from ar axrecc af the gelfigh and
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scientific attitude, or a more rigorous devotion to
truth, than that master of method in research.
And what he pointed out in his opening lecture
was this: the spirit of France — that gallant and
chivalrous spirit that has streamed like an ori-
flamme through the storms of centuries — was
implicit in that old masterpiece. He could not
know that this same spirit would later find its
apotheosis in the magnificent “They shall not
pass” of Verdun. And what I want to make clear
is the fact that the “Carry on” of England and
America has been present in English poetry from
its beginnings. For poetry is not something iso-
lated and aloof from life, a fit subject merely for
tea-table talk, or even doctoral dissertations. It
is these things, and rightly; but it is more. It is
the incarnation of the spirit of a people.

From its very beginnings English poetry has
embodied a superb individualism. We say we are
fighting to make the world safe for democracy.
I do not know fully what that means; I wish I did.
But if it means anything vital and constructive,
it must include the conservation of the spirit of
the race. And that spirit, whatever the checks
and balances upon ecxcess, has been uncompro-
misingly individualistic. Not only is it the indi-
vidual who has dreed his own weird, but it has
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has yet come from this vast carnage touches it
for stern beauty. Yet, barring the accidents of
changed conditions, it might have been written
yesterday. So might the words of the hero of the
old romance, ‘“Libeaus Desconus”:
As he gan sore smerte,
Up he pullede hys herte,
And keverede of hys state.
“When pain smote him sore, up he pulled his
heart, and was himself again.” It’s like Johnie
Armstrong in the ballad:
Said John, Fight on my merry men all,
I am a little hurt, but I am not slain;
I will lay me down for to bleed a while,
Then I'll rise and fight with you again.
It is the same dauntlessness that animates Mil-
ton’s splendidly English Satan:
What though the field be lost?
All is not lost — the unconquerable will,
And study of revenge, immortal hate,
And courage never to submit or yield,
And what is else not to be overcome.
It animates Ulysses, as Ulysses, in a new Odys-
sey, passed from Homer by way of Dante into
English poetry:
Tho’ much is taken, much abides; and tho’

We are not now that strength which in old days
Moved earth and heaven, — that which we are, we are,
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powder dry”’; Franklin’s “God helps those who
help themselves,” are but other phrasings of the
same canny playing of the game with destiny.
You get it in one of the greatest of the old ro-
mances, the English “Gawain and the Green
Knight”:

Pe knyst mad ay god chere,

& sayde, “quat schuld I wonde,

Of destines derf & dere?
What may mon do bot fonde 2**

““The knight made ever good cheer and said : Why
should I swerve from destinies stern and strange?
What can one do but dare?” And Chaucer, in
that great balade in which he concentrates all that
the Middle Ages felt about Fortune— Chaucer
strikes the same ringing note:

This wrecched worldes transmutacioun,

As wele or wo, now povre and now honour,

With-outen ordre or wys discrecioun

Governed is by Fortunes errour;

But natheles, the lak of hir favour

Ne may nat don me singen, though I dye,

“Iay tout perdu mon temps et mon labour®:
For fynally, Fortune, I thee defye!

The same indomitableness speaks again in Hen-
ley:
I am the master of my fate:
I am the captain of my soul.
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about him. And the object of the artist whose
medium is words, and of that other artist whose
medium is life, is one: it is to give to the amor
phous welter form. Carlyle once said of Tenny-
son: “Alfred is always carrying a bit of chaos
around with him, and turning it into cosmos.”
Well, that is poetry’s job, and it is amazingly like
the enterprise of life. And one reason why poetry
is worthy of the consideration of men and women
breathing thoughtful breath, in this return to
chaos, is the fact that poetry’s essence is also, in
a sense that is profoundly true, the goal of life —
it is creative energy made effective through re-
straint. And in these days when a shattered world
is to be made over, and moulded into form and
comeliness again, whatever throws into relief the
eternal validity of the balance between freedom
and restraint, of the belief that the individual is
most truly individual when he builds, as indi-
vidual, upon that which is common to him and
to his kind — whatever lays stress on that, is of
constructive worth. And that is why, in spite of
what has seemed at times the almost unbearable
triviality of all but the one overpowering fact,
I have still ventured to deal with poetry.

THE END
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